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ABSTRACT  
   
Controversies surrounding multilingual language programs, disparities on 
educational achievement measures, and tracking represent some of the conflicts 
concerning race that continue to take place in school districts around the country. 
These debates are especially significant today as schools experience shifts in 
demographics. Racial and ethnic minorities now account for at least one-third of 
the nation’s population (United States Census Bureau, 2010), and schools are 
more racially and ethnically diverse than ever before (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2012). The continued importance of race in education serves 
as the impetus behind this dissertation’s inquiries into race and language in the 
high school English classroom. This study explores how one group of students, 
attending a predominately White high school with growing racial and ethnic 
diversity, write and talk about race in the English classroom. I examine how 
explicitly or implicitly students engaged in everyday language, school talk, and 
school writing about racial and ethnic identity, as well as how students responded 
to an English language arts curriculum devoted to issues of race and equity. On a 
broader scale, this study seeks to understand the school, community, and larger 
social context of racial and ethnic division and unity, particularly the role 
language and literacy pedagogies can play in addressing these issues. Blending 
two qualitative methodologies, including ethnography and the design and 
implementation of a race-conscious English curriculum, I spent eight months in 
one high school classroom, resulting in an analysis of a series of field notes, 
student writing, and in-depth participant interview transcripts. Findings from this 
  ii 
study may help complicate researchers’ and teachers’ notions of how racial and 
ethnic identity operates in classrooms with shifting demographics. This study also 
highlights the importance of bringing race-conscious literacy activities to the 
forefront of English classrooms where structured discussions and carefully crafted 
writing prompts can facilitate discourse on race that might otherwise be muted in 
the context of traditional English language arts curriculum. Finally, this 
dissertation calls for a greater focus on collaborative research and teaching teams 
comprised of classroom teachers and university researchers. 
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Chapter 1 
“Teachers are Just Afraid to Go There”: An Exploration of Race, Language, 
and the English Classroom 
We know all too little about the factors that affect the attitudes of the 
peoples of the world toward one another. It is clear, however, that color 
and race are at once the most important and most enigmatic. –John Hope 
Franklin, Color and Race 
 
 The bell rang, signaling another passing period at Cactus Ridge High 
School. Following my daily routine as a researcher in Room 183, I walked around 
the classroom picking up textbooks that had made their way to the floor and put 
them back on students’ desks. The classroom teacher, Ms. Montañez, was 
organizing her papers at her desk for the next class period when she stopped, 
caught my eyes, paused for a moment, and said, “Ya know, Meredith, I think 
teachers are just afraid to go there
1…” “Go where?” I replied. “To talk about race. 
They’re just afraid to go there.” She went back to shuffling papers as the next 
group of students began to stream through the classroom door. My brief 
conversation with Ms. Montañez on that fall morning of 2010 embodies what I 
intend to do in this dissertation. I seek to tell the story of one classroom, a group 
of students, and an English teacher in a public high school with a growing 
population of students of color. Using the students’ and teacher’s stories as 
touchstones, I hope to give voice to the issue of race, a topic that is too often 
muted in schools. But this is not a study designed to simply sound an alarm or 
spotlight the problems associated with bringing race to the forefront of 
                                                 
1
 I use italics to signify a participant’s emphasis on a particular word or words. Ellipses signify a 
pause or hesitation in an utterance. 
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classrooms. Rather, this is a study that highlights the critical curriculum and 
instruction that is possible in English language arts classrooms while also giving 
credence to the complexities and realities teachers, students, and school 
communities face with regards to bringing race into the classroom. Throughout 
this dissertation, I explore what happens when one research and teaching team 
opens the seams of English language arts curriculum to include opportunities for 
students to write and talk about race, a topic that is simultaneously enigmatic, 
complex, controversial, and, above all, worthy of discussion, particularly in 
predominately White schools with shifting demographics. Most of all, this study 
uncovers what happens when a researcher, a teacher, and a group of students 
decide to “go there” by making race an integral part of the English language arts 
curriculum through structured conversation, carefully crafted writing prompts, 
and reading activities.  
Dissertation Overview 
I begin this dissertation by describing the study’s theoretical 
underpinnings, drawing on two interrelated theoretical frameworks to 
contextualize the study and to ground my work for the reader. The first 
framework grows out of Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1968, 1981, 1984, 1993) and 
Valentin Voloshinov’s (1976) approach to the dialogic, social nature of language. 
A second theoretical layer for this study derives from Critical Race Theory and 
Critical Education theories (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995; Freire, 
2007; Kincheloe, 2004; Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993; 
McLaren, 1998; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Shor, 1992; Solorzano & Yosso, 
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2002). These theories on the social nature of language, race, and power can be 
brought together and applied to classrooms, specifically the English classroom, 
through a concept called critical English education, a term used to describe the 
role of language and literacy practices as it disrupts inequities and power 
structures (Morrell, 2005). I present this dissertation study as an example of 
critical English education in theory, in methodology, and, above all, in practice. 
This first chapter also addresses three bodies of literature that are situated in 
conversation with this work and have influenced my epistemologies and modes of 
inquiry, including (1) race and ethnicity in education, (2) racial and ethnic 
identity, and (3) the writing process movement, which features heavily in the 
design of the curriculum.  
In Chapter 2, I detail the methodologies I used to collect data in this study, 
including ethnography and the design and implementation of a transformative 
race-conscious literacy curriculum. I share the analytical process of Critical 
Discourse Analysis, which I used to draw conclusions about the data, in Chapter 
3. In Chapter 4, I offer insight into the process of co-designing and co-
implementing a race-conscious literacy curriculum. I share findings in Chapter 5 
by offering insight into the students’ stories, writing samples, and conversations 
that took place during the course of the study. I also present a discussion on the 
study and its implications for curriculum in the English language arts classroom. I 
conclude with Chapter 6 where I address the study’s potential contributions to the 
field, as well as limitations and suggestions for future research projects.  
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What is Race and Can It Be Defined?  
To begin an exploration of race in the English classroom, it is important to 
examine what “race” is and how it is commonly defined. The concept of race has 
been in flux for decades (Pollock, 2004b). It was once defined as the 
categorization of humans into groups based upon inherited characteristics; 
however, the endless variations and overlap in the ways human beings label 
themselves and others have led biologists to question the concept of race (Ladson-
Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 49). In addition to developments in the field of biology, 
recent scholarship in anthropology, sociology, legal studies, and education has 
defined race as culturally determined and ideologically constructed. The idea that 
race is constructed destabilizes the idea that people should be marked as a 
member of a racial group (Pollock, 2004b). Additionally, our nation’s 
increasingly multiracial population has rendered simple race labels incomplete 
and inaccurate. The current racial climate in the United States, specifically the 
ideologies of colorblindness and colormuteness or the unwillingness to see or talk 
about race, has also had an impact on our nation’s discourse on race (Bonilla-
Silva, 2009; Pollock, 2004a). The impact of research on race and its subsequent 
shifts in public discourse over the last several decades have led to the challenge 
and deletion of race as a category. 
Although the concept of race has been called into question, when it comes 
to institutional inequalities, the importance of race and its ongoing historic and 
social entrenchment are undeniable (Smedley & Smedley, 2005). Racism has had 
and continues to have a significant impact on our country. Slavery, segregation, 
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poverty, and lack of access to quality jobs and education are just a few of the 
consequences our nation has faced because of racism (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 
1995; Pollock, 2004a, 2004b). Conflicts including the denial of basic literacy and 
schooling to slaves, desegregation, multilingual language programs, bussing, and 
tracking-sorting represent larger debates involving race and racism that have 
taken place in schools throughout the country (Oakes, Wells, Jones, & Datnow, 
1997; Pollock, 2004b). These conflicts represent the larger social problem of 
racism and its influence on schooling. Disparities between White
2
 students and 
students of color on educational achievement measures underscore the impact of 
race on academic success in schools in the United States (Ladson-Billings, 2006; 
Lee, 2002). A recent study conducted by the National Assessment for Educational 
Progress, for example, found that African American males scored on average 99 
points lower on the writing portion of the SAT than White male students and 83 
points below the national average. Only 35% of African American students met 
ACT college readiness benchmarks in English while 77% of White students met 
these benchmarks (Council of the Great City Schools, 2010). Extraordinarily high 
dropout, retention, expulsion, and suspension rates for Latino, African American, 
and Native American males, along with the placement of these youth in low-track 
and special education classes, confirm the role race plays in schooling (Bonilla-
Silva, 2010; Council of the Great City Schools, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 
1995). Affirmative action policies among institutions of higher education, and 
their associated court cases and controversies, further highlight the influence of 
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 I capitalize all terms relating to racial or ethnic identity throughout this dissertation to emphasize 
the historical, social, and cultural implications of these words.  
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race has on the educational process. Recent debates involving race in schools 
arose in 2010 when Arizona’s then superintendent of school instruction, Tom 
Horne, introduced a bill banning ethnic studies classes in P-12 schools, which was 
subsequently signed into law by Governor Jan Brewer. This law was upheld in 
Arizona state court in early 2012.  
The impact of race on school policy and decision making serves as the 
impetus behind this study, which examines the intersections between race, 
identity, and literacy practices. More specifically, this study attends to the gap in 
research on the ways in which students in a predominately White school with 
shifting demographics write and talk about race in the English classroom, while 
simultaneously pushing back against the lack of structured conversation and 
classroom curriculum devoted to race in schools (Au, Bigelow, & Karp, 2007; 
Christensen, 2000, 2009). Most importantly, I hope this study offers pre-service 
and in-service teachers some practical approaches to incorporating a race-
conscious literacy curriculum into the English language arts classroom.   
Theory of Dialogism  
Postmodern approaches to the study of race and culture begin with the 
notion that our identities and practices are situated, fragmented, and dependent on 
a dialogic relationship with our social and cultural contexts (Bakhtin, 1981; 
Bucholtz & Hall, 2004; Gee, 2000a; Hall, 1996; Voloshinov, 1976). As we work 
to define our own identity, we call on and are informed by others’ utterances; this 
includes how we define our racial and ethnic identities. Individuals piece together 
who they are by engaging with what has been said before and what we anticipate 
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will be said. Our identities and our social practices involving race and ethnicity, 
then, are molded by our communities and those we are in conversation with. 
When we talk about race or when we ponder our own racial or ethnic identity, we 
draw upon our contexts and the discourse of others.  
Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1981) approach to the dialogic, social nature of 
language demonstrates how individuals engage in the voicing and citing of others. 
When we speak, we echo others’ words, phrases, and ideas. In effect, one of the 
reasons we use words is to cite what we know. What we know comes from our 
discourse with others and our cultural and social contexts. Bakhtin (1981) claims 
that the forces we encounter can pull social actors towards a powerful, dominant 
center. He calls these forces centripetal forces. Centripetal forces are authoritative 
forces. Some of these forces are progressive and encourage linguistic 
heterogeneity. Other times, they are responsible for pushing individuals toward 
dominant speech acts and linguistic homogeneity (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969). 
Examples of centripetal forces include canonical curriculum, the National Council 
of Teachers of English, parental expectations, teachers, administrators, the 
National Writing Project, and College Board. When authoritative forces are 
negative, they can influence individuals to participate in a discourse of norming, 
marking, and Othering, which are linguistic tactics where language is used to 
make a set of practices normal or usual while making another set of practices 
abnormal or unusual. If dominant linguistic practices become a part of a social 
actor’s discourse, then they can enforce or reinforce racist beliefs, sometimes 
unknowingly. For example, if a White female teenager echoes colorblind beliefs 
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about race drawn from conversations held with parents by claiming that race 
“does not matter” or “is not important,” then she is unwittingly participating in the 
preservation and reinforcement of systemic racism. 
Conversely, Bakhtin (1981) defines centrifugal forces as those social 
actors who are not authoritative. These forces often oppose the centralizing 
tendencies of discourses, instead preferring to take part in non-dominant groups 
outside the center. These forces include peers, youth organizations and activities, 
and even non-mainstream political groups like the Green Party or Tea Party. 
When these internally persuasive forces are positive, they can encourage 
individuals to resist dominant forces and to move away from linguistic hegemony. 
For instance, if Black male teenager participates in a slam poetry group as an act 
of resistance against the centripetal force of traditional canonical poetry, he is 
acting in concert with centrifugal forces.  
These centripetal and centrifugal forces exist in schools and classrooms. 
Valentin Voloshinov
3
 (1976) emphasizes that centripetal and centrifugal forces 
surface in school settings because our words result in slips, and these slips offer 
insights into the speaker and the society in which the speaker lives. Joseph Tobin 
(2000) argues that the central theme of Voloshinov’s work is that “emotional, 
cognitive, and moral confusion in individuals reflects the tensions, hypocrisies, 
and moral failings of the larger community” (p. 147). Individuals are sites where a 
community’s and society’s complexities are exposed. Bakhtin (1981) calls this 
polyphony of voices (p. 278) or the many, varied voices found in an individual’s 
                                                 
3
 Recent scholarship suggests that Valentin Volshinov’s work was at least in part written by 
Mikhail Bakhtin. 
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discourse. We must not only pay attention to the language, however. If language 
is situation-specific and dialogic, then it is also important to pay “close attention 
to the local settings in which racial identities are actually articulated, reproduced, 
and contested” (Hartigan, 1999, p. 4). Understanding the community and society 
in which racial identities are formed is key to an analysis of the language 
individuals use.  
Even though we always have others’ words and voices running through 
our minds as we speak, or social heteroglossia (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 278), 
individuals still make decisions about language. As we draw on others’ voices and 
as we engage in discourse about race and ethnicity, the word is still half ours 
(Tobin, 2000). This means that individuals are never absolved from their words. 
As humans, we will always have some power over the words we choose when we 
engage in discourse about race, ethnicity, and identity.  
Critical Race Theory and Critical Education Theory 
A second theoretical layer for this study derives from Critical Race Theory 
(Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995; Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, & 
Crenshaw, 1993; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) and other Critical Education theories 
(Freire, 2007; Kincheloe, 2004; McLaren, 1998; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; 
Shor, 1992). Critical Race Theory (CRT) emerged from the early legal writing of 
Derrick Bell (1987, 1992). Bell held that the gains brought about by the civil 
rights laws of the 1960s were eroded in the 1970s and 1980s. Thirty years ago, 
race was “untheorized” (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 50). As a result of these 
circumstances, CRT was developed as a theoretical lens through which to 
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examine and critique the role race plays in social injustices. Persistent racial 
inequities in American schools in the 1990s, including the Black/White 
achievement gap and growing racial and ethnic diversity in the United States, 
provided the necessary momentum to move CRT beyond the legal field and into 
the field of education (for example, see Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1992; Gay, 
2000). 
While there are several studies that place an emphasis on the role of class 
and gender inequality in schools (for example, see Lareau, 2003; Pascoe, 2007; 
Stevens, 2009), Gloria Ladson-Billings and William Tate IV (1995) argue, “class- 
and gender-based explanations are not powerful enough to explain all of the 
difference (or variance) in school experience and performance” (p. 51). Statistical 
data supports the fact that race and ethnicity have an impact on educational access 
and opportunity. For example, African American students are three times more 
likely to be suspended from school than their White counterparts. Latino/a and 
Native American students are also suspended from school at greater rates than 
White students (Council of the Great City Schools, 2010). According to Critical 
Race scholars, these statistics can be explained in part because schools are nuclei 
for institutional racial divides (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1992; Gay, 2000; Ladson-
Billings & Tate, 1995; Olsen, 1997).  
Critical Race Theory contends that social reproduction exists and persists 
in schools because racism is endemic in American life and deeply ingrained in 
institutions (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). As Derrick Bell (1992) claims, this is 
because many Americans do not see how race and racism have slowly and 
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consistently permeated every aspect of society. Peggy McIntosh’s (1988) oft-
quoted piece, “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack,” offers 
several examples of the ways in which racism is widespread in American culture. 
For instance, she claims that Whites never have to speak for all the people of their 
racial group and that White students will always be given curricular materials that 
support the existence and contributions of their race, unlike people of color. 
According to CRT scholars, racism persists in the United States, in part, because 
the power of whiteness allows Whites to avoid having to see and experience race.   
Some Critical Race Theorists argue that school is not the place where “the 
land of opportunity” is made available. Rather, school is the place where “the rich 
get richer and the poor stay poor” (MacLeod, 1987, p. 7). More specifically, many 
CRT scholars claim that institutions like schools perpetuate inequalities and 
preserve existing social stratum (Althusser, 1971). In effect, schools can be a 
source of social reproduction where certain groups benefit from the institution of 
school and its policies more than youth of color and poorer, working class youth 
(Anyon, 1980).    
Ruth Frankenberg (1993) argues that the power imbalances that exist in 
schools is caused by dominant middle-class White values and behaviors that are 
treated as common, usual, and natural while people of color are treated as a lesser 
Other. Othering is a social and cultural practice that constructs an “us” versus 
“them” binary. The concept of Othering derives from the need to create an 
essentialized Other, or an opposing, inferior group with a set of absolute 
characteristics, according to Edward Saïd (1979). Dominant groups and their 
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practices are considered to be normal or acceptable while groups of color become 
the Other who must assimilate or appropriate practices of the dominant group in 
order to gain power in the dominant culture. In effect, power renders ways of 
knowing and living outside of the dominant group immobile and silent.  
Discourse in schools about and between different races is imperative 
because it allows students to explore their own and others’ identities and gives 
students the opportunity to respond to individual differences. However, 
historically, many students have not been given the opportunity to engage in 
racially meaningful curriculum. Specifically, many students have not had the 
opportunity to read texts by racially and ethnically diverse authors in their high 
school English classes, nor have they been given the chance to discuss their own 
and others’ race through structured conversation and writing (Delpit, 1988; Freire, 
2007; Gay, 2000; Sleeter & Grant, 2009; Sleeter & McLaren, 1995).  
Although schools can perpetuate racial divides, there are many scholars 
who believe that schools can help mend these divisions. For instance, progressive 
educational theorist John Dewey (1916, 1938) argues that it is possible for 
schools to promote democracy and fight injustices like racial inequality. Through 
“mutual accommodation and adaptation” (Dewey, 1938, p. 60), Dewey believes 
schools can be the conduit through which democracy can be learned. If schools 
are organized to encourage students to work together, then democratic living is 
possible. According to Dewey (1916, 1938), teachers and administrators should 
be charged with the mission of implementing long-term, systemic change in 
schools, and this includes addressing racial inequalities. Other critical and 
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progressive theorists and researchers in the field of education similarly claim that 
schools can prepare youth to be full participants in our country’s democracy (Au, 
Bigelow, & Karp, 2007; Freire, 2007; Nieto, 2000). For instance, Rethinking 
Schools (n.d.), a national network of activist teachers founded in 1986, affirms 
Dewey’s vision by claiming that “classrooms can be places of hope, where 
students and teachers gain glimpses of the kind of society we could live in and 
where students learn the academic and critical skills needed to make the vision a 
reality.”  
If we are to end racial inequality and social reproduction in schools and if 
we are to build the democratic schools that Dewey and many Critical Race and 
Critical Education scholars envision, we must begin by cultivating enlightened, 
critical, and progressive classrooms. Recent works by scholars in the field of 
secondary English education demonstrate that it is possible to embed an array of 
voices in curriculum and to allow students to explicitly discuss issues of justice, 
equity, and race in the classroom (Au, Bigelow, & Karp, 2007; Christensen, 2000, 
2009; Nieto, 2000). Although some school curriculum has denied students the 
opportunity to learn about marginalized groups while also valorizing the cultural 
capital
4
 of the privileged (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), this practice has begun to 
shift. In recent years, more teachers and researchers are drawing on Critical Race 
Theory and other sociocultural, critical, and justice-oriented theories in education 
to explicitly bring curriculum to the classroom that validates students’ lives and 
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 Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) define cultural capital as the habitus or dispositions, tastes, 
linguistic and social competencies, postures and positions, that pervade a society and that are 
directly and indirectly valorized and defined by the dominant society as socially legitimate.   
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allows their voices to be heard. Curriculum that focuses on students’ interests and  
backgrounds, addresses issues of equity, and honors students’ racial and ethnic 
heritages has helped move toward empowering students and deconstructing 
inequities (for example, see Bolgatz, 2005; Early, 2006; Gutiérrez, 2008; Morrell 
& Duncan-Andrade, 2002). This transformative curricular work in secondary 
literacy classrooms has added an important dimension to Critical Race Theory 
and the potential for racial equality in our schools.  
Envisioning a Critical English Classroom  
To think of history as possibility is to recognize education as possibility. It 
is to recognize that if education cannot do everything, it can achieve some 
things. –Paulo Freire in Paulo Freire & Donaldo Macedo, “A Dialogue: 
Culture, Language, and Race” 
 
Bakhtin’s theory on the social nature of language and Critical Race 
Theory’s emphasis on the role of race in schooling can be brought together and 
applied to the English language arts classroom. Ernest Morrell (2005) uses the 
term critical English education to describe the role of language and literacy as it 
disrupts racial inequities and power structures. As Morrell (2005) argues, there is 
a “potentially symbiotic relationship between language pedagogy, social 
consciousness, and individual liberation” (p. 312). Although racism persists, 
literacy classrooms can be loci for justice and liberation (Freire, 2007) where 
meaningful discourse on race and ethnicity can occur. With critical English 
education as a guide, students can participate in structured discussions, complicate 
notions of self, read and write about the impact of race on society, and empower 
themselves to become agents of change against racism (Au, Bigelow, & Karp, 
  15 
2007; Christensen, 2000, 2009; Early, 2006; Freire, 2007). Careful curriculum 
design in the English classroom can give students the opportunity to examine how 
race operates.  
Over the last several decades, many Critical Race Theorists and studies on 
race have emphasized the importance of engaging youth of color in pedagogy and 
curriculum that deconstructs racism (Camangian, 2009, 2010; Duncan-Andrade, 
2009; Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008). It is imperative that youth of color are 
given the opportunity to analyze language and power relations in order to address 
the inequities our nation faces (Alim, 2004; Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002). 
However, it is also imperative that those who are part of dominant groups 
understand how power and privilege works, along with the ways in which they are 
implicated in systems of privilege (Milner, 2005). At its best, this is precisely 
what critical English education can be – an opportunity for all students to 
examine the impact of race on individuals and institutions.  
Working towards critical English education is crucial in classrooms with 
shifting demographics, where once all-White schools are becoming increasingly 
Brown and Black. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, racial and ethnic 
minorities account for at least one-third of the nation’s population (Bernstein, 
2007). Although many schools are still segregated (Frankenberg, Lee, & Orfield, 
2003; National Center for Education Statistics, 2000-2001), there are schools 
undergoing shifts representative of the population changes taking place in the 
United States. With these shifts, it becomes more important than ever to 
incorporate structured discussions about race and ethnicity into the classroom and 
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to give students the opportunity to read and write about race. Critical English 
education is crucial, especially in the English classroom and particularly in largely 
White schools with changing demographics where students are increasingly 
exposed to different racial and ethnic groups.   
Examining Literature on Race and Ethnicity in Education 
There are a number of practical approaches schools and teachers have 
taken to try to bring theoretical concepts like critical English education into the 
everyday workings of the classroom. One explicit way schools have pushed for 
racial equality is through multicultural education. Multicultural education is an 
approach to schooling designed to help teachers promote democracy and a better 
understanding of the cultures that exist in classrooms (Banks, 2008). Multicultural 
education also seeks to foster equal learning opportunities for all students, 
regardless of gender, class, or racial or cultural identity (Banks, 2004). This 
approach to education can help students develop more positive intergroup 
attitudes and improve interracial relationships (Banks, 1995). Studies have shown, 
however, that some practical approaches to multicultural education in schools 
have reduced race and ethnicity to disconnected artifacts and events, including the 
eating of ethnic foods, celebrating heroes and holidays, singing clichéd songs, 
dancing prototypical dances, reading folktales, or engaging in benevolent 
discussions of race and ethnicity (Au, 2009; Banks, 1993, 1995; Lee, Menkart, & 
Okazawa-Rey, 1998; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Sonia Nieto (1999) argues 
that this is because many teachers believe multicultural education is a safer, more 
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benign approach to integrating race into the classroom, as opposed to the 
alternative model: critical pedagogy and curriculum.  
Critical pedagogy and curriculum is an approach to education which 
invites “students and teachers [to] engage in learning as a mutual encounter with 
the world” (Nieto, 1999, p. 104). This approach also implies praxis or the desire 
to work for democracy and social action by attempting to alter patterns of 
oppression and domination (Nieto, 1999). This educational stance asks students to 
be curious and to engage in learning with others, including the teacher. It is the 
direct opposite of Paulo Freire’s (2007) concept of banking education, where a 
teacher delivers information and the student passively sits and receives that 
information. Further, critical pedagogy and curriculum explicitly addresses and 
acknowledges linguistic, economic, and racial and ethnic diversity through 
classroom curriculum (Nieto, 1999). Some scholars have even suggested that 
teachers can use a critical approach to education to move students towards 
positive social change (Bartolomé, 1994.). 
To date, there has been a chasm between these two approaches to race in 
education. Nieto (1999) believes this is because multicultural education, as it is 
commonly practiced, has little to do with empowerment. More specifically, there 
is a difference between celebrating cultural diversity and understanding the 
complex structures that negotiate, mediate, and challenge that diversity. Despite 
this gap, there is a growing body of research and theory that has worked to find 
connections between multicultural education and critical pedagogy and 
curriculum, specifically in English language arts classrooms (Gay, 1995; Duncan-
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Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Nieto, 2000; Sleeter & McLaren, 1995). Nieto (1999) 
argues that multiculturalism and critical approaches can and should be “natural 
allies” (p. 107) because the two models are interrelated and offer insight into how 
teachers can address inequalities in the classroom.  
Educators can draw upon and celebrate more voices in the classroom 
while also examining the power structures that have an impact on these voices. 
But, these two models should also be extended and advanced by incorporating 
transformative curriculum into the classroom. A transformative approach to 
education can encourage students to revel in the contact zone by encouraging 
students to interrogate and grapple with similarities and differences (Pratt, 1991).  
More specifically, teachers can encourage students to think about the role race 
plays in their lives and in the world around them by asking them to write and talk 
about their own and others’ races and ethnicities. For example, students from 
dominant groups can share their majoritarian stories, or narratives of dominance, 
about race and privilege, which often carry “layers of assumptions” that need to 
be explored and discussed (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 28). Conversely, 
students who are not racially privileged should have the opportunity to tell their 
counter-stories to “recount the racialized, sexualized, and classed experiences of 
people of color” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 33). White students and students 
of color can listen to one another and read each other’s stories about race. This is 
particularly important in classrooms with growing racial and ethnic diversity 
where these topics may be in the forefront of many students’ minds. Reveling in 
the contact zone, helping students uncover and problematize social, historical, and 
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political constructions of race, and sharing what they have learned with one 
another is a powerful way to move towards a transformative curriculum (Banks, 
1997; Nieto, 2000; Sleeter, 1993; Sleeter & McLaren, 1995).  
Studies on transformative pedagogy and curriculum in the classroom have 
had a significant impact on this study’s methodology. Jane Bolgatz (2005) found 
in a case study of a high school classroom that students often use tactics to avoid 
discussing race with one another. However, Bolgatz also discovered that while it 
was challenging to engage students in meaningful dialogue about race in the 
classroom, the teacher featured in the study became more diligent about building 
a class culture, allowing the class to engage in serious discussions about race and 
privilege. Lauri Johnson (2002) examined the narratives of six teachers in racially 
diverse classrooms. She found that these teachers, who had been selected as 
“aware of race and racism” by a “diverse panel of experts” (Johnson, 2002, p. 
153) in the school, were able to identify with students of color by taking an 
“outsider” perspective to the White mainstream and an “insider” perspective on 
race and racism. Bolgatz (2005)’s and Johnson (2002)’s qualitative studies 
highlight the importance of transformative research which seeks to understand 
how effective teaching, pedagogy, and curriculum can have an impact on 
students.  
This study has also been influenced by scholarship on transformative 
curriculum and pedagogy in the literacy classroom. Sonia Nieto (1999), for 
example, has her graduate students research and write about their family’s racial 
and ethnic heritage. She claims that this activity is a way for students to think and 
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write about how their racial and ethnic identities are constructed, negotiated, and 
challenged by the education system. Nieto argues that this type of pedagogy and 
curriculum can be transformative for students. Randy Bomer (1999), in an 
analysis of the types of writing students do in their writer’s notebooks, found that 
in order to engage students in writing for social action, teachers should use three 
strategies: demonstrate the kinds of writing that is expected, provide structured 
assistance to students, and give them time to engage in critical reflection. 
Furthermore, students should be encouraged to reread their own writing to find 
seeds that can grow into pieces of writing that address justice and equity. Studies 
that focus on literacy pedagogy and curriculum and that seek to destabilize 
hierarchies of power offer a window into the types of transformative research 
possible in English language arts classrooms.  
Another field of scholarship that has influenced this study is the growing 
body of ethnographic research on race and language in schools. Research on the 
discourses of youth, specifically the ways they speak (for example, see Labov, 
1972; Paris, 2009; Smitherman, 1977, 2001; Zentella, 1997) and write (for 
example, see Cintron, 1998; Quiroz, 2001), has helped me to understand the many 
ways race, ethnicity, class, and culture intersect with, reinforce, and challenge 
language and literacy. This research has also demonstrated the dialogic nature of 
language, specifically how words functions in conversation and concert with other 
words. For example, Geneva Smitherman’s (1977, 2001) ethnographic and 
sociolinguistic studies have highlighted the importance of understanding the 
function of language in, among, and between various cultural groups.  
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Jennifer Seibel Trainor’s (2005, 2008a, 2008b) ethnographic research 
explores race and language in English classrooms. In one study, she found that 
students in high school and college English classes are drawn into racist discourse 
not necessarily because they consciously believe in racist ideology but because it 
is metaphorical, emotional, and persuasive. In another study, Trainor (2002) 
revealed the importance of understanding and examining how English teachers 
rhetorically frame their pedagogies. Trainor’s ethnographic work on high school 
students, their emotions towards race, and their racial identities offers insight into 
the ways students talk and write about race in the secondary English classroom.  
Other ethnographic studies have illuminated the complexities of racial 
identity and have called upon researchers to move away from monolithic visions 
of race towards an understanding of the multiplicities of racial and ethnic identity 
(for example, see Paley, 1995, 2000; Shearer, 2002; Wise, 2005). In Shades of 
White, Pamela Perry (2002) shares her findings from a comparative ethnographic 
analysis of two schools, one racially and ethnically diverse urban public school 
and one suburban public school with a predominately White population. She 
argues that the formation of racial identity in the United States is complex, 
textured, and multi-faceted. Perry contends that we need to reform school 
programming, curriculum, and policies in order to ensure that all students become 
more racially tolerant. Her work explores the challenges youth face in carving out 
racial and ethnic identities and serves as a source of empowerment for researchers 
and teachers who design and implement transformative curriculum in the 
classroom.  
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There is a rich and growing body of research on race, ethnicity, and 
language in education. There is an emerging body of research on the ways 
students conceptualize race in college settings (for example, see Behm, 2008; 
Gallagher, 1995; Ringrose, 2007; Winans, 2010) and in high school settings (for 
example, see Alim, 2004; Perry, 2002). There has also been significant research 
on race in the secondary English classroom connected to multicultural literature 
and its impact on students (for example, see Beach, 1997; Bigler & Collins, 1995; 
Hollingworth, 2009; Luther, 2009). However, to date, there is little research 
which explicitly investigates the intersections between race and language in the 
high school English classroom (for example, see Bolgatz, 2005; Milner, 2005; 
Trainor, 2008b). 
Because of the significant growth in enrollment of youth of color in 
schools from 24% in 1976 to 40% in 2000 (Garcia & Cuéllar, 2006; Kendler, 
2002), additional research is needed on the ways in which students write and talk 
about race in English classrooms, particularly in predominately White schools 
with growing racial and ethnic diversity. To my knowledge, there have been no 
studies that explicitly examine how students in a classroom with growing racial 
and ethnic diversity write and talk about race in the context of an English 
classroom. Examining students’ written and oral discourse may reveal how 
students in this setting view power and what this may mean for curriculum in the 
English language arts classroom.  
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Examining Literature on Identity  
Connected to research on race is a line of studies focusing on race and 
identity. Identity can be defined as multiple, fluid, incomplete, and always 
changing (Hall, 1996). We develop our identities through a social and cultural 
process of negotiation (McAdams & Pals, 2006; Nelson & Fivush, 2004). 
Because individuals are social beings, we have a multiplicity of social selves that 
surround us (Harré, 1979). A researcher does not have a single identity just as 
participants in a research study do not have a single identity. Individuals draw on 
these identities in different situations in unique spaces within distinct 
communities (Alcoff, 2006; de Fina, Schiffrin, & Bamberg, 2006; Harding, 2004; 
Moya, 2006). At any moment, multiple identities are at play constructing a 
complex hybrid self. These identities are tempered not only by our unique 
experiences as individuals but also by our interactions with other people, society, 
and ideologies (Bakhtin, 1993).  
While our identities are fractured, multiple, and influenced by both 
ourselves and society at large, one or more of our identities comes to the 
foreground at any given time. Roz Ivanic (1998) argues that despite the 
multiplicities of self, we can always find a sense of unity and continuity about our 
identity because there are certain identities that appear more prominently than 
other identities at a point in time. Further, there are certain features of our 
identities that will make themselves known more consistently and frequently than 
other features.  
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 One way in which students explore and express their identities is through 
writing. Bronwyn T. Williams (2006) tells us that identity is integral to all forms 
of writing. He says that “identity is always present in writing” [emphasis in 
original] (p. 712). Linda Laidlaw (1998) believes that this is because writing helps 
us discover who we are and when we write, we make our thinking more 
transparent and visible. Writing allows us to not only connect with our own sense 
of self-understanding; it also allows us to explore who we are, as social beings, in 
relation to others.  
Recently, there have been several studies exploring the ways that literacy 
is used to position oneself amongst, against, and within our relationships. Through 
a case study of an undergraduate student writer, Ivanic (1998) cites Norman 
Fairclough’s claims that there has been little attention paid in research to the ways 
in which social identities are constructed by discourse. More specifically, Ivanic 
contends that there has been little research on how writers are positioned by the 
discourse(s) they draw on as they write. Ivanic contends that even though writers 
can be limited by discourse, all writers have options and all writers have a hand in 
the discourse they choose when they form their identities. As Bakhtin (1981) 
argues and Ivanic (1998) echoes, writers do not usually consciously select their 
discourses; rather they repeat and cite the discourses that are available to them. 
This means that as writers attempt to form identities for themselves, they are 
drawing on their sociocultural contexts and discourse communities.  
Elizabeth Moje’s (2000) compelling work on the literacy practices of 
gang-connected youth offers insight into the ways youth use unsanctioned literacy 
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practices to “‘to be part of the story’ or to claim a space, construct an identity, and 
take a social position in their worlds” (p. 651). Django Paris (2010) examines 
texts on objects, like clothing or backpacks, delivered over electronic media, and 
rapped by young emcees at a multiethnic high school to demonstrate how 
language can be used by youth to construct identity and express ethnic and 
linguistic differences. Although this present study will not explore “unsanctioned” 
literacy practices such as these, this study addresses the ways youth use writing to 
understand their own identity by joining and claiming membership in a discourse 
community. While there have been several important works in recent years on 
writer identities and their positionality like Ivanic’s (1998) and Moje’s (2000) (for 
other examples, see Blackburn, 2002/2003; Fecho & Green, 2004; Schultz, 1999), 
additional research is needed to understand how students construct, develop, and 
obscure racial and ethnic identities through writing.      
There is also a large body of research on identity that has focused on the 
dimensions and stages of racial identity development (for example, see Cross, 
1995; Parham, 1989; Quintana, 2007). Beverly Tatum (1994), in a widely-
regarded article, draws on Janet E. Helms’s (1993) theory of the development of 
racial identity to explain what White students experienced when they actively 
confronted their racism and racial privilege in the classroom. These stages or 
statuses (Helms, 1995) highlight the processes many Whites may go through in 
order to develop a positive White identity. The stages include: (1) Contact, (2) 
Disintegration, (3) Reintegration, (4) Pseudo-Independent, (5) 
Immersion/Emersion, and (6) Autonomy. In this model, an individual moves from 
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a belief in the superiority and normalcy of whiteness to redefining his or her own 
White identity in a way that empowers them to be an agent of change and justice.  
Tatum (1992) also argues that there needs to be four conditions met in order to 
reduce resistance and encourage development in a race-conscious classroom:  
1. The creation of a safe classroom atmosphere by establishing clear 
guidelines for discussion;  
2. The creation of opportunities for self-generated knowledge;  
3. The provision of an appropriate developmental model that students can 
use as a framework for understanding their own process;  
4. The exploration of strategies to empower students as change agents. (p. 
18) 
These conditions are important to consider when designing and implementing a 
study focused on transformation and race-consciousness in the classroom.   
Donald Atkinson, George Morten, and Derald Wing Sue (1989) offer 
another model of racial identity development, specifically for individuals of color. 
This model is called Racial/Cultural Identity Development Model (R/CID). 
R/CID consists of five stages: (1) Conformity, (2) Dissonance, (3) Resistance and 
Immersion, (4) Introspection, and (5) Integrative Awareness. In this model, 
individuals move from complete acceptance of the dominant racial culture to an 
understanding and appreciation of his or her culture, while also accepting the 
unique aspects of the dominant culture.  
These developmental theories cannot and should not be generalized to 
every individual nor should the stages be compartmentalized or isolated from 
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other stages; however, they offer a useful framework to understand how 
individuals move through the process of racial awareness. Although this study 
does not focus on students’ stages of identity, the wide range of studies on 
identity in writing and racial and ethnic identity offer a variety of phases and 
concepts worthy of consideration. The intent of this study, then, is to explore what 
identity or identities students call on when writing and talking about race in the 
English classroom.  
Examining Literature on the Writing Process Approach   
 Studies on the writing process approach offer another line of research that 
sets the groundwork for this study on race, language, and writing in the English 
classroom. Arnold Goldstein and Peggy Carr (1996), authors of the summary 
report of National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), define the 
process approach to writing as a “broad range of strategies that include pre-
writing activities, such as defining audience, using a variety of resources, 
planning the writing, as well as drafting and revising” (p. 1). Although the process 
approach’s origins have been traced back to early Greek and Roman models of 
teaching rhetoric, it emerged as a popular problem-solving-oriented pedagogical 
model in U.S. schools in the 1970s when a group of teachers in the San Francisco 
Bay Area sought to develop a non-traditional approach to writing instruction 
(Bloodgood, 2002; Winterowd & Blum, 1994). This group ultimately termed this 
model the “process approach”5 (Gray, 2000; Wilson, 1994). Maxine Hairston 
                                                 
5
 This group ultimately became the founders of the National Writing Project professional 
development model, which has over 200 local sites and serves all 50 states, including Washington 
DC, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands.   
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(1982) characterizes the formation of the process model as a paradigm shift away 
from the traditional product-oriented approach to a non-traditional process-
centered approach to writing instruction.   
Since the writing process approach first became popular in the 1970s, it 
has gone through a series of shifts. One change to the approach, which occurred 
relatively early in its development, is the shift from viewing the writing process as 
a series of linear, prescriptive, and non-reversible stages, specifically, pre-writing, 
writing, and revising, to considering the writing process to be complex and 
recursive. This shift away from the linear view of the writing process can be owed 
in part to Janet Emig (1971). In 1971, Emig, in a well-known and frequently-cited 
case study, interviewed eight 12
th
-grade students asking them to delineate the 
processes they went through to complete a series of writing assignments. Emig 
asked students to compose a paper aloud while she recorded each subject’s 
process. She found that students did not move through a series of distinct phases 
when composing. Rather, they worked back and forth between pre-writing, 
drafting, and revising.  
Shortly thereafter, in 1973, Donald Graves gathered data on the writing 
process in several different phases. He gathered student writing folders, observed 
children while they composed, interviewed students about what it means to be a 
good writer, and conducted a case study on elementary-age student writers. 
Graves concluded that multiple variables influence writers, some of which are 
unknown to the writer. Writing processes are greatly influenced by these 
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variables, he argues, therefore suggesting that composition should not be seen as a 
simple, linear process.  
Researchers Linda Flowers and John R. Hayes (1980, 1981) also 
questioned the linear, prescriptive view of the writing process. Flowers and Hayes 
(1981) conducted a study using a new model to observe the processes writers 
employ while composing. They found that writers sort, select, and apply a number 
of different cognitive processes and strategies during the composition process. In 
addition, they established that idea generation can materialize at any point during 
the writing process, not just at the beginning of the writing process. The work of 
Flowers and Hayes (1981) have led practitioners and researchers alike to view the 
writing process as a “set of distinctive thinking processes which writers 
orchestrate or organize during the act of composing rather than a pre-determined, 
step-by-step set of procedures” (p. 366).  
Another significant shift to the original process approach model includes 
more direction and procedural knowledge embedded in instruction. Current 
research has found that some procedural knowledge through direct and indirect 
instruction can be useful when implementing the writing process approach, 
particularly with producing longer writing with more mature vocabulary, helping 
students understand genres and their constraints, guiding students through 
revision and editing, and developing audience awareness (Pritchard & Honeycutt, 
2006, p. 276; for example, see De La Paz & Graham, 2002). A meta-analysis of 
13 studies on writing found that an effective and comprehensive writing program 
should entail explicit teaching of (1) the elements of the writing process, (2) the 
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dimensions of different genres of writing, and (3) parameters for giving feedback 
to peers (Gersten & Baker, 2001; Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2006). Studies such as 
these have enhanced and moved theoretical and practical understandings of the 
process approach to writing instruction.  
Ronald Cramer (2001), Pritchard and Honeycutt (2006), and other 
scholars of writing note that there is significant criticism of the writing process 
approach, but they do not believe there is sufficient weight in the criticisms to 
deny the breadth of studies which demonstrate the effectiveness of the approach. 
Cramer (2001) responds to the criticisms by contending:  
It is best to face this truth: the writing process has its weaknesses; it is 
poorly implemented in many instances; it is not a panacea. But it is a 
better candidate for improving writing performance than the traditional 
approach…We must listen to the critics; we must be willing to rethink and 
adjust our theories, procedures, and practices. But there is not sufficient 
evidence to cause us to abandon the writing process. (p. 39) 
In fact, the approach has now emerged as the dominant paradigm for teaching 
writing, so much so that many K-12 school systems have mandated the approach 
as the “gold standard” for writing instruction (Patthey-Chavez, Matsumara, & 
Valdes, 2004). Many studies, including Goldstein and Carr’s (1996) work, have 
found that the writing process approach has a positive impact on the quality of 
students’ writing. Although the approach has its flaws and detractors, it continues 
to have a significant influence on the way students learn to write in the classroom.  
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 A recent strand of research combines curriculum focused on social justice 
and issues of equity with writing process pedagogy. Jessica Early, Meredith 
DeCosta-Smith, and Arturo Valdespino’s (2010) recent study suggests the merit 
of using the writing process approach to teach real world writing tasks like the 
college admission essay to ethnically and linguistically diverse high school 
students. Early’s (2006) book Stirring up Justice provides insight into the ways in 
which students can become critically aware of the world around them by engaging 
in real-world, authentic, project-based reading and writing activities. In Linda 
Christensen’s (2000) well-received received book, Reading, Writing, and Rising 
up, she offers a theoretical and practical perspective on using the writing process 
model to teach critical curriculum in the English language arts classroom. She 
demonstrates how curriculum can be developed in a way that encourages 
conscientious, analytical writing from students with a focus on cultural and racial 
awareness. Continued research on the ways in which the writing process approach 
can be used to address issues such as race and identity are needed to determine the 
effectiveness of the process approach on students’ understanding of and attitude 
towards these issues.   
Potential Contributions to the Field  
In light of the wealth of scholarly work examining race, language, and 
literacy practices in the classroom, as well as the existing gaps in literature, I 
argue that power is, at minimum, bi-dimensional: those who have and use power 
and those who do not have equitable access to power in dominant institutions. If 
teachers do not actively discuss race with all students, particularly in schools with 
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shifting demographics, then we miss an important opportunity to disrupt or alter 
systems of power. Leaving the “enigma” of race for students to figure out on their 
own is careless at best and dangerous at worst. It also shows little understanding 
and compassion for our students as they enter an increasingly pluralist society. 
Furthermore, the English language arts classroom is an important site at which 
language and literacy can either maintain or dismantle systems of power (Freire, 
2007; Morrell, 2005). English teachers can harness the power of language by 
asking students to think and write about race, ethnicity, and other social issues 
that affect society. Despite the persistent and powerful systems of inequity, 
racism, and privilege that exist, schools, teachers, curriculum, and pedagogy have 
the potential to bridge the racial and social divides that exist in our nation 
(Dewey, 1918, 1938; Gay, 2000; hooks, 1994; Ladson-Billings, 1994). Schools 
can be loci for change, and it can all start with one teacher, the classroom 
curriculum, and students.  
To date and to my knowledge, there have been no studies that combine the 
use of a writing process approach to understand how students write and talk about 
their own and others’ racial and ethnic identities in a predominately White school 
with shifting demographics. Closely examining students’ everyday and school 
discourse related to race and power is an integral step to fostering a critical 
English classroom (Morrell, 2005). It is my hope that this study will address the 
racial inequities that exist in schools while also offering a race-conscious literacy 
curriculum focused on writing that pre-service and in-service teachers can utilize 
to respond to our schools’ increasingly diverse student populations. 
  33 
Drawing on the notion of critical English education, as well as literature 
on race and literacy, this study examines how students in a high school with a 
growing population of students of color write and talk about race in the English 
classroom. I wanted to understand how a group of students construct their own 
and others’ racial identities, to investigate how they write and talk about race and 
privilege, and to explore the implications this might have for curriculum in the 
English classroom. To address my inquiries, I asked the following questions:   
1. How explicitly or implicitly does a group of students engage in everyday 
language, school talk, and school writing about race and racial and ethnic 
identity?  
2. How do students respond to explicit teaching of a writing workshop on 
race and ethnicity and to discussions of race, power, and privilege in the 
classroom?  
3. What are the implications of students’ discourse about race on curriculum 
in the English classroom, and how might this reflect the school, 
community, and larger social context of racial and ethnic difference, 
division, and unity? 
It is my hope that through the theories and literature that frame this study, the 
research questions I propose, as well as the methodologies I employ and findings I 
offer, that my readers will come to closely know the students, teacher, curriculum, 
school, and cultural context in which this study took place. Above all, I hope to 
illuminate the implications of race-conscious work on the English language arts 
classroom and studies on race in education.
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      Chapter 2 
“A Red Town in a Red State”: Understanding Context and Methodologies 
Change means growth, and growth can be painful. But we sharpen our 
self-definition by exposing the self in work and struggle together with 
those whom we define as different from ourselves, although sharing the 
same goals. –Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider 
 
To understand the school and community in which these inquiries took 
place, I will explain the research site. The high school where this study occurred 
is in Sunshine City
6
, a suburban municipality located just a few miles away from 
a major metropolitan area in the Southwest of the United States. Sunshine City 
has a population of approximately 215,000 residents (Hansen & Dempsey, 2011; 
U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). As one of the students in the study described the 
community, “Sunshine City is a red town in a red state. Everyone knows that.” 
This red town-red state environment is palpable in the political climate that 
saturates the surrounding area and state. The community’s controversial sheriff 
Joe Arpaio, who calls himself “America’s Toughest Sheriff,” is known for his 
frequent raids of the homes and workplaces of alleged illegal immigrants. He has 
also been the subject of FBI, U.S. Department of Justice, and Federal Grand Jury 
investigations for civil rights violations and abuse of power, as well as a federal 
class-action lawsuit for racial profiling.  
The atmosphere is also evident in the curricular and pedagogical mandates 
handed down by state and local lawmakers to the Sunshine City school district. 
For example, House Bill 2281, passed by lawmakers and signed by state 
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Governor Jan Brewer in 2010 after three years of pressure from former state 
school superintendent Tom Horne, bans classes aimed at certain ethnic groups. It 
also outlawed any classes that advocate overthrow of the U.S. government, 
promote resentment toward a race or class or people, or advocate ethnic solidarity. 
This law was upheld in court in early 2012. Another example of the ideologies 
that abound in the area is the state’s controversial Arpaio-backed anti-immigration 
bill, Senate Bill 1070, which sparked a national debate about the civil rights of 
individuals, particularly the children of undocumented immigrants who attend 
public schools. The arguably xenophobic beliefs heralded by some state and local 
officials have helped give rise to politically charged state, town, and school 
environments, leading many educators, including the teacher featured in this 
study, to avoid involvement in the P-12 policy making process at the state or local 
level. The teacher explained: 
I think the district or state would push a teacher out who was too strong of 
an advocate. Sometimes I feel like, “Why don’t we do something like 
Wisconsin did and boycott or something?” But, nobody wants to do 
anything…We’re easily replaceable. I think that keeps people from 
wanting to be activists.     
While the community has been and remains mostly conservative, the 
larger metropolitan area and state has experienced a significant shift in its 
population. In 2000, the U.S. Census Bureau reported that the largest racial and 
ethnic groups in the state were Whites, with 3.9 million residents, and Hispanics, 
with nearly 1.3 million residents. However, just a decade later, the state has nearly 
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1.9 million Hispanic residents, a proportional increase of 46%. The 2010 census 
also maintains that Hispanics now make up nearly 30% of the state’s population 
and that there are now more Hispanic children in the state than White children 
(Hansen & Dempsey, 2011; U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  
 With shifts in populations often come shifts in per capita income; 
however, this is not the case in Sunshine City where the town has maintained a 
moderately steep average per capita income. The U.S. Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey from 2008 reports that the average income in Sunshine City 
was $51,037, nearly double the national average. The elevated per capita income 
in Sunshine City is evident in the tree-lined, well-kept streets, manicured lawns, 
and two-storied beige stucco houses that dot the community. The city’s abundant 
sunshine and warm weather has made its primary industry tourism; golf courses 
and swimming pools abound in Sunshine City. The city also boasts more AAA-
Five Diamond hotels and resorts than any city in the United States, excluding 
New York City (Hunter, 2007). Sunshine City was even recently voted by both 
Parenting and Money magazines as one of the best places to call home (Klei, 
2010).  
 To an outsider this popular tourist destination may seem like a pleasant 
place to call home, but, to many residents, the dynamics of the town are more 
complex than it appears. Many of the students who participated in this study 
described marked divisions between the north end of Sunshine City and the 
central and south sides of town, calling the north side “ritzy,” “custom built,” “not 
open to outsiders,” “cliquey,” “snobby,” “flashy,” and “fake.” One student even 
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called the people in north Sunshine City “just plain rude.” Alternatively, the 
school where this study took place is located near the center of Sunshine City, 
several miles away from the north end of the city. Students described central 
Sunshine City in drastically different terms, labeling it “laidback,” “carefree,” 
“easy going,” and generally more racially and socioeconomically diverse than the 
north end of town. These tensions have become increasingly evident as the 
demographics in the community continue to shift.  
 The Sunshine City Unified School District is the primary public school 
system serving the city. The district considers itself one of the state’s best with all 
22 schools earning the state’s highest academic rating, “Excelling.” The district is 
largely White with approximately 82% White, 10% Hispanic, 4.5% Asian, 2% 
Black, and 2% Native American students. Twelve percent of the student 
population qualifies for free and reduced lunch (Arizona Department of 
Education, 2007a). The district spends $8,233 per student, which is well above the 
state average of $6,472 but significantly below the national average of $9,683 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2009; U.S. Census Bureau, 2008).  
This study took place at Cactus Ridge High School, one of six high 
schools in the district serving Sunshine City. I was able to establish a relationship 
with Cactus Ridge and a few of its teachers early in my degree program, so I felt 
comfortable with and knowledgeable of the school and its surrounding areas. I 
also conducted a pilot study for this dissertation at Cactus Ridge in the fall of 
2009 and have been in contact with a number of teachers at the school in various 
capacities over the last four years. This helped me acclimate to the cultural 
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expectations of Cactus Ridge and Sunshine City and afforded me the opportunity 
to gain an understanding of the complexities facing the town and its surrounding 
areas.  
Cactus Ridge High School is a relatively large school with over 1,800 
students. The high school is located on a “no outlet” street in Sunshine City, near 
the base of a distinct mountain in the region and a short drive from the commerce-
driven city center. Shopping plazas and strip malls punctuate the area. An Adopt-
a-Road sign hangs outside the school with the message, “Cactus Ridge 
Republican Student Group.” Small houses and apartment buildings surround the 
school, and the neighborhood in which the school is located is noticeably modest 
in comparison to the wealthy, gated neighborhoods and custom homes in the 
northern part of the school district. The high school is located next to a middle 
school, its feeder school. The campus, with its many sports fields, sprawls across 
dozens of acres of desert land. There are large, locked gates that surround the 
school and prevent outside intruders from entering the premises. Throughout the 
school day, two security officers stand prominently by the administrative office – 
wearing shirts and badges in school colors that emphasize their title: “School 
Security Officer.” To enter the school grounds, visitors must walk through the 
administrative office and greet the line of staff at the entrance desk. The school’s 
walls, bathrooms, floors, and even trashcans are emblazoned with Cactus Ridge’s 
signature logo and school colors. The buildings are clean, modern, and painted 
beige and taupe, colors typical of most Southwestern buildings.  
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According to No Child Left Behind’s legislation, Cactus Ridge makes 
Average Yearly Progress each year. The school has 100% “highly qualified” 
teachers, the majority of whom have more than 10 years of teaching experience. 
In 2005-2006, Cactus Ridge had the highest reported average ACT score in the 
state at 24.4. Additionally, 90% of Cactus Ridge’s graduates pursue higher 
education, compared to the state’s average of 73.4% (Arizona Department of 
Education, 2007a). Along with the school’s consistent teaching corpus and 
academic reputation, Cactus Ridge also emphasizes its strong parental 
involvement and active partnerships between school and home
7
 (Arizona 
Department of Education, 2007b). For example, Cactus Ridge parents visit the 
school’s copy rooms every day to Xerox, collate, and staple handouts for teachers 
to use in the classroom.   
Although the academic reputation of Cactus Ridge High School has 
remained stable over the last several years, the population has not. Cactus Ridge 
has experienced a significant shift in demographics. It was reported that there 
were 85% White, 8% Hispanic, 4% Asians, and no Blacks or Native Americans in 
the 2007 graduating class (Arizona Department of Education, 2007a), but district 
lines were redrawn shortly thereafter initiating a shift in the school’s population. 
In 2008 only 14% of Cactus Ridge students qualified for free or reduced lunch 
(Arizona Department of Education, 2008), but only two years later, in 2010, 23% 
of students qualified for free or reduced lunch (Arizona Department of Education, 
2010b). Many teachers at Cactus Ridge have also described a distinct change in 
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demographics as a result of redistricting. Teachers explained that there are “more 
Black and Brown students at Cactus Ridge than ever before.” Some local 
community members have expressed concerns that the shifts in demographics at 
Cactus Ridge and in Sunshine City are a result of the “White flight” that has taken 
place from the south and central areas of town to the suburban, north end of 
Sunshine City. Additionally, the redrawn district lines now include more 
economically underprivileged neighborhoods in the south and central parts of 
town than in previous years (Sunshine City Unified School District, 2010). The 
classroom teacher in this study described the school’s demographics: 
I think in the years that I’ve been here the school has become more 
diverse. I think Cactus Ridge has a reputation for welcoming diversity. I 
think students and parents are seeing that and are comfortable having their 
kids come here.  
One student-participant said that he considers Cactus Ridge “more of the real 
world” than other schools in northern Sunshine City which have significantly 
more money and less racial and ethnic diversity. Another student-participant 
echoed this sentiment by stating, “People here come from different backgrounds, 
from all over; it’s more like the real world here. We have a good combination of 
all different cultures.” The largely White population at Cactus Ridge coupled with 
its growing racial and ethnic diversity makes it an important site for research on 
the ways in which students explicitly and implicitly write and talk about race in 
the English classroom. While many schools across the country are still segregated 
(Frankenberg, Lee, & Orfield, 2003; National Center for Education Statistics, 
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2000-2001), Cactus Ridge is not one of these schools. This once nearly all-White 
school is still predominately White but becoming increasingly Black and Brown, 
undergoing shifts representative of the population changes taking place in the 
state where this study took place and in states around the country. Cactus Ridge 
and its student body are emblematic of many other schools in the United States. 
Further, they symbolize the need for inquiry into the potential impact of critical 
literacies, pedagogies, and curriculum in schools with shifting demographics (Au 
& Raphael, 2000; Gay, 2000; Giroux, 1987; Gutiérrez, 2008; Morrell, 2005; 
Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002; Sleeter & Grant, 2009; Sleeter & McLaren, 
1995). Additional demographic information for the school and state can be found 
in Table 1.   
Table 1 
School and State Demographic Information  
 
 School State 
Race/Ethnicity 
     White                                      
     Hispanic 
     Black 
     Asian 
     American Indian 
 
83% 
11% 
3% 
2% 
1% 
 
46% 
38% 
6% 
2% 
8% 
Median Household Income $50,426 $42,682 
Graduation Rate 96% 75% 
Daily Attendance Rate 97% 95% 
Free/Reduced Lunch Eligible 23% 24% 
 
(Arizona Department of Education, 2007a, 2007b, 2008, 2010a, 2010b) 
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Research Methods 
Giving voice to a community and its members helps to remove roadblocks 
that prevent social change (Delpit, 1988). By sharing the stories of a group of 
students and a classroom teacher at Cactus Ridge High School, I hoped to 
examine what movements towards social change can be made, specifically by 
asking: How explicitly or implicitly does this group of students engage in 
everyday language, school talk, and school writing about race and racial and 
ethnic identity? How do students respond to explicit teaching of a writing 
workshop on race and ethnicity and to discussions of race, power, and privilege 
in the classroom? What are the implications of students’ discourse about race on 
curriculum in the English classroom and how might this reflect the school, 
community, and larger social context of racial and ethnic difference and division?  
To address these questions, this study employed two qualitative 
methodologies: (1) ethnography though the gathering of students’ utterances as 
they discussed and wrote about race and ethnicity in the classroom, as well as the 
recording of thick descriptions of the setting and participants (Geertz, 1973) and 
(2) the design and implementation of a process-oriented transformative race-
conscious writing curriculum (for similar examples, see Christensen, 2000, 2009; 
Early, 2006; Early, DeCosta-Smith, & Valdespino, 2010). I collected three kinds 
of data: (1) field notes, (2) student writing samples, and (3) texts from interviews 
with a select number of students and the classroom teacher. I used multiple 
methods (Brannen, 2005; Greene & Caracelli, 1997; Rossman & Wilson, 1994), 
both ethnography and the design and implementation of a race-conscious 
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curriculum, to better understand the ways students in a school with shifting 
demographics write and talk about race and the potential impact of a 
transformative race-conscious curriculum on these students’ perceptions of their 
own and others’ racial and ethnic identities. My research questions are complex 
and multi-faceted; therefore, it was crucial that I draw upon and amass multiple 
data collection techniques. This allowed me to collect the types of data needed to 
thoroughly answer my research questions.    
Data collection for this study began in August of 2010 and continued 
through March of 2011 at Cactus Ridge High School in Ms. Montañez’s 11th-
grade American literature English class. See the following chart for dates of data 
collection.  
Dates of Data Collection  
Initial correspondence with teacher    June 2010-August 2010 
Design of curriculum with teacher  June 2010-February 2011 
Ethnography     August 2010-March 2011 
Implementation of curriculum   January 2011-February 2011 
Ms. Montañez is a fourth year teacher at Cactus Ridge High School. Some 
students joined the class in the middle of the year while others left due to changes 
in class schedules or withdrawal from school. But, in total, there were 65 students 
I studied continually throughout the school year. These two English classes were 
labeled by the school as “regular” classes and the classroom teacher described the 
classes as “very middle of the road.” As research on tracking and sorting has 
shown (Oakes & Guiton, 1995; Oakes, Wells, Jones, & Datnow, 1997), students 
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in classes labeled as “regular” have disproportionately higher populations of 
youth of color than classes marked as AP or gifted. The systemic practice of 
tracking and sorting in schools has resulted in racial and ethnic diversity in 
“regular” track classes at Cactus Ridge while the Advanced Placement courses at 
the school remain almost exclusively White. Further, a growing immigrant 
population from Mexico, as well as the relocation of Whites from the southern 
and central part of the city, where the high school is located, to the city’s north 
side has caused a shift in the school’s and classroom’s demographics. As a result, 
the classes featured in this study were largely White but with some racial, ethnic, 
and linguistic diversity. 
The students.  
I developed a survey to collect demographic information about students’ 
educational backgrounds, spoken languages, gender, race and ethnicity, family 
history, religion, educational aspirations, personal influences, and writing 
experiences (see Appendix A for the student demographic survey). From this 
survey and through my observations of the students, I came to realize that the 
individual students in this study can be described as unique. There were students 
who were agnostic, Catholic, atheist, Buddhist, Orthodox Christian, Lutheran, 
pagan, and a few students practiced traditional Native American beliefs. Many of 
the students identified as White, but there was diversity among the Anglo students 
as several of them or their parents originally hailed from Europe. There were also 
students who described their race and ethnicity in a variety of ways including 
Mexican, Hispanic, biracial, Native American, Black, Middle Eastern, and Asian. 
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There were students born in Uzbekistan, France, Afghanistan, Mexico, and all 
across the United States, while students’ parents were born in locations such as 
the Czech Republic, Brazil, Honduras, Iran, and Sweden. Some students’ parents 
were wealthy entrepreneurs, engineers, and scientists. Others were unemployed, 
incarcerated, had passed away, or had ceased contact with the student. Students 
were involved in a myriad of in-school and out-of-school activities. Some sang or 
played music in rock ‘n’ roll bands. Others were involved in art, choir, theater, 
soccer, football, ice skating, and gymnastics. Several students liked to tinker with 
computers and electronics. Many of the students worked long hours at local 
restaurants and retail stores in order to buy a car, pay for gas, or help pay the 
family bills in addition to their school work and extracurricular activities.  
The students also had diverse expectations for what their post-secondary 
education and future careers would hold. The majority of the students planned to 
attend a community college and then switch to a four-year university while a few 
students wanted to immediately attend a four-year university. Still others wanted 
to go to trade school after graduating from high school, and a few students were 
unsure about their post-secondary plans or leaning towards not persisting towards 
any post-secondary education. Students dreamt of becoming social workers, 
medical doctors, music recording engineers, teachers, broadcasters, graphic 
designers, nurses, lawyers, and police officers. While some of the students had 
been labeled by school officials, psychologists, and medical doctors as “autistic,” 
“emotionally disturbed,” or “ADHD,” all of the students’ personalities were 
distinctive and deserving of much more than a simple label. Throughout the 
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school year, I observed students who were kind one day and harsh the next, 
consistent and fickle with their school work, emotional and mild-mannered, and 
serious and fun-loving with one another. There are many ways to describe these 
youth, but, after eight months with them, what became clear to me above all else, 
is that the rich diversity of these students and their stories offer a window into 
classrooms and schools around the country who are undergoing changes in 
demographics. For additional demographic information, see Table 2.  
Table 2 
Student-Participants Demographic Information  
 
 % 
Gender 
     Female  
     Male  
Race/Ethnicity 
     White                                      
     Hispanic 
     Middle Eastern 
     Black 
     Asian 
     Native American 
     Multiracial  
Primary Spoken Language 
     English  
     Arabic 
     Spanish 
     Russian 
First Learned Language 
     English 
     Spanish 
     French  
     Russian 
     Czech  
     Arabic 
 
51 
49 
 
78 
12 
5 
1.5 
1.5 
1.5 
1.5 
 
94 
3 
1.5 
1.5 
 
86 
6 
3 
1.5 
1.5 
1.5 
Average GPA  3.09 
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While I got to know all 65 students in one capacity or another, I offer 
portraits of five students, all of whom I learned a lot about over the course of the 
study. I was fortunate enough to spend significant time getting to know each of 
these students and interview them in depth. All five of these students play a 
prominent role in this study:  
Jerry Wilson is a biracial male student with a White mother and a Black 
father. While Jerry labels himself as biracial, he wishes he could move beyond the 
label and simply call himself “American.” He explained to me that it bothers him 
when people talk down to him because of his race, but that he is personally okay 
with being of Scottish and African American descent. After living in California 
for the last several years, his family moved to the Southwestern state where the 
study took place because of his parents’ work. Since coming to Sunshine City, 
Jerry believes that people in the area are more kind than people in California, 
where he says people can be “rude.” Jerry comes from a family that is devoutly 
Christian and morally conservative. He is against swearing, drinking, and drug 
use and often finds himself at odds with some of his peers because of his decision 
to abstain from these practices. Jerry believes it is the role of the parents to teach 
their children morals and does not believe schools and teachers should be the 
arbiters of morality. In an interview, he said, “I’m not quite sure it’s a teacher’s 
job to talk about that kind of stuff [morality/ethics]. I think it’s more of a parents’ 
job.” He says he lives in a “ritzy area” in the north end of town, but does not have 
a custom built home and does not consider himself materialistic, which makes 
him less “posh” than other kids in the neighborhood. Jerry is a quiet, respectful, 
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hard-working student who is committed to following in the footsteps of his 
grandfather and great-grandfather by becoming a medical doctor. Even though 
Jerry is usually quiet, when someone expresses beliefs that are not in line with his, 
he is not afraid to speak up and express his opinion.  
Karen Jones is a White female student who loves the outdoors and is 
interested in foreign languages and cultures. Her goal is to be fluent in Spanish, 
Arabic, and French before the age of 22 and to one day work for the government 
as a behavioral psychologist. She describes her parents as “open-minded and 
tolerant.” Karen believes that her interest in learning about other cultures and her 
appreciation for diversity stems from her parents who have encouraged her to 
learn about others before judging them. She spends a lot of time with her 
immediate family and cousins and enjoys watching the news and discussing 
current events with them. Although Karen lives in the wealthy north end of the 
city, she expresses disdain for the attitudes and materialism of people who live 
there. Karen is conscientious, inquisitive, and willing to push her peers’ 
boundaries to get to the heart of an issue.  
Gisela Jimenez describes herself as “straight-up Mexican.” Her parents 
hail from south central Mexico. She loves traditional Mexican food, watches 
Spanish television programs, and enjoys listening to Mexican music, although she 
says her family has learned the hard way that they cannot play their music too 
loudly or the neighbors will call the cops on them. Gisela is deeply devoted to 
making her family proud through her actions because she is aware of how much 
they sacrificed to come to the United States to create a better life for her and her 
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siblings. She likes to play soccer, dance, and spend time with the other families in 
the community who come from the same area part of Mexico. Gisela often keeps 
to herself in the classroom, but her affable personality emerges when she chats 
individually with other students and the classroom teacher.    
Jayson Carter is a White male student who is a self-described “computer 
whiz.” He wants to end up in the military one day, but says he would also be 
interested in going to trade school to use his technical skills to become a cyber 
cop. He says his family works hard and keeps to themselves, but they enjoy 
spending time with one another. Jayson shared his struggles with getting to know 
people of a different race. He says this is in part due to his own stereotypes, but he 
mostly blames this on an incident where he claims he was physically and 
emotionally bullied and called a “cracker” by a Black student for preferring John 
McCain over Barack Obama in the 2008 presidential election. Jayson is an honest 
and open young man who spent much of the school year grappling in 
conversation and through writing about some of the issues facing our nation 
including immigration, gay marriage, and racial accord and discord.  
Sarah Heckman is a self-labeled over-achiever and perfectionist who does 
well in school and keeps herself busy by ice skating, dancing, coaching athletes, 
and working at the local ice rink. Sarah’s multi-tasking mom serves as her 
personal inspiration as she tries to wear a number of different hats. During the 
course of the school year, Sarah expressed that she was questioning her Catholic 
faith because she believes Catholicism is not open to other religions and belief 
systems. This has led her to want to explore other denominations of Christianity. 
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Sarah also frequently shared with me her personal quest to meet new people. In 
doing so, she hoped she would be able to destroy some of her personal stereotypes 
and become a more “well-rounded person.” Sarah’s outgoing and friendly 
personality made her popular amongst her peers. 
The teacher.  
While I originally thought this dissertation would tell the stories of 
students like Jerry, Karen, Gisela, Jayson, and Sarah, I came to realize that the 
teacher and students formed a working, dynamic unit and, to understand how the 
students responded to the curriculum, I must also share the teacher’s story. Ms. 
Montañez is a Mexican American woman who has been teaching for four years. 
She is a self-described perfectionist, and, from my observations, a committed, 
enthusiastic educator. Ms. Montañez loves to read books, magazines, newspapers, 
websites, and anything that will satiate her appetite for learning. She brings her 
love of the learning to the classroom as she animatedly introduces centuries-old 
literature to her students. Although Ms. Montañez has a vibrant personality in the 
classroom, she says much of her energy stems from her personal decision to right 
the wrongs of a difficult childhood. Living in a major metropolitan city and then 
moving to a small town on the United States-Mexico border in fourth grade was 
“traumatizing,” forcing her at an early age to begin to see how race operates. As 
she described: 
When I went there, they thought of me as a White girl. That was so hard 
and traumatizing for me. I spoke English really well, I read really fast, I 
read big, long books, so I was like a foreigner to them. 
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She said that the situation became even more challenging when she went to 
college in the city and lived in the dorms: 
My roommates were Americans. I thought ‘cause I was moving back to 
the city and I had felt more White than Mexican, but it was the complete 
opposite again. Now I was more Mexican than White. I thought, “Okay, I 
just want to fit in some place.” My girlfriends would always introduce me 
as their Mexican friend. Wherein the rural town I wasn’t Mexican 
enough… There’s just always that conflict.  
She explained that these difficult experiences led her to want to become a teacher, 
so she could inspire and motivate students to overcome their own obstacles. Ms. 
Montañez said, “I was at some point in my life where they are – just wanting 
someone to give me guidance...”  
But her road to becoming a teacher was not an easy one. When I asked her 
how she chose to teach English she said: 
People questioned whether I could become an English teacher because I 
grew up speaking Spanish. People knew that I was smart… But people 
knew that I was impatient. Plus, in the border town where I grew up, I was 
very, very shy. People saw me as standoffish. Not a lot of people knew 
me. 
Ultimately, the positive influence of her fourth grade teacher who offered her 
support and guidance, her love of the English language, and the role reading 
played as a form of escapism from a difficult childhood led Ms. Montañez to 
become an English teacher.  
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From the time Ms. Montañez became a teacher to today, just four years 
later, her educational philosophies have shifted. When Ms. Montañez and I first 
met, she called herself an “activist teacher.” However, through the course of the 
school year, I saw a change in her attitude towards the district and state school 
systems. Faced with class sizes of 35 or more students and imminent teacher cuts 
at Cactus Ridge, including her own position, Ms. Montañez said she lost some of 
her desire to help initiate change in the school system at a district and state level. 
She said in an interview: 
I definitely think that…  my philosophies have changed now. I think with 
everything that’s going on I’ve become more angry, but in a different way. 
Not in the sense that I want to change something… just angry… My 
desire to get involved in the politics has definitely dwindled. It’s just so 
hard. 
She related a story about her nascent days as a teacher when she envisioned the 
kind of impact she might have had on the school system: 
When I first started teaching I wanted to teach at Central High School in 
Desert City. I was really close to signing there. I wanted to work with 
inner-city students and make a change, but I feel like all of that is 
changing. It’s not so much the kids; it’s more the politics of high school 
that have made me become really angry. 
Her dynamic personal and political histories add an important lens through which 
to view this study and the findings that emerge from my inquiries.  
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After spending eight months with Ms. Montañez, I came to understand 
that her classroom is an extension of her personality and background. Outside 
reading projects designed by students, sketches emerging from classroom 
activities, and student birthday wishes cover her marigold and ivory classroom 
walls and are physical expressions of her devotion to her students. One quote, 
which speaks to her self-described “critical” and “perfectionist” personality, 
features prominently on her classroom podium that sits at the front of the class. It 
states, “The quality of a man’s life is in direct proportion to his commitment to 
excellence.” Her organized filing cabinets, regimented hall pass system, and bell 
schedule and daily class agendas written each morning on the white board are 
representative of Ms. Montañez’s desire for neatness and routine in the classroom. 
Despite the change in her activist stance, she has a large sign hanging prominently 
on her classroom wall with hundreds of student signatures; the sign reads, “They 
want smaller class sizes!” She held the sign at a state teachers’ rally to stop 
budget cuts and to prevent increases in class sizes. The most important class rule 
“RESPECT,” which she frequently cited to students, is written on the window 
above her desk, facing the entrance to the room. Ms. Montañez’s classroom space 
gives insight into her personality and the ways that both she and the students 
functioned in Room 183.   
The researcher.  
It is important to acknowledge my personal subjectivities as they naturally 
affected every step of this research process (Peshkin, 1991). My youth and early 
adulthood have left me implicated in and concerned about issues of race and 
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equity in the English classroom. Growing up in Louisville, Kentucky, a city and 
state with a painful and difficult history of race relations, has made the impact of 
race on power and privilege evident. For example, I observed educational tracking 
of youth by race as a young child visiting my mother’s middle school classroom 
in downtown Louisville. Additionally, because of my own ethnic heritage, 
Portuguese American, and my family’s interest in maintaining a connection with 
our ancestors’ cultural practices, I was intrigued as a youth when White 
classmates rarely knew or expressed interest in their ethnic heritage.  
Furthermore, my past teaching experience in a nearly all-White high 
school with only one teacher of color exposed me to an environment where racial 
epithets were thrown about and student fights spurred by issues related to race 
were common. I will never forget the day I heard a White male student tell one of 
my Black immigrant students from a refugee camp in Liberia to “go back to 
pickin’ cotton, n*gger.” After that incident, I wanted to know more about the 
ways I as an English teacher could foster students’ understandings of race through 
literacy education, specifically reading, writing, and discussion activities. My 
personal and teaching experiences have encouraged me to investigate how 
students conceptualize race and the role literacy activities might play in that 
process.  
Ethnography.  
After receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board at my 
university, I began the ethnographic portion of the study in the fall of 2010, 
although the ethnography unofficially began in the fall of 2009 when I conducted 
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a pilot study at Cactus Ridge and began to gather informal insight into the school 
and its surrounding community (see Appendix B for the IRB approval form). 
Ethnographic research in education is a methodology that allows researchers to 
focus on what group members need to believe, do, predict, and interpret in order 
to participate in everyday life within a social group or community (for example, 
see Dyson & Smitherman, 2009; Heath, 1982). Ethnography as a methodology is 
key to this study because it allowed me to examine the ways written and oral 
language are influenced by and mirror social, cultural, and political contexts 
(Sperling & Freedman, 2001; for example, see Heath, 1983; Philips, 1983; 
Scribner & Cole, 1981). This methodology required me to look closely at the 
classroom in which I conducted research and at the perspectives of various social, 
cultural, and ideological contexts and forces in the school and community, while 
also providing an emic or insider account of the world through the eyes of the 
research participants. To understand the ways students write and talk about race 
and ethnicity, I had to adopt an insiders’ perspective and become a part of the 
Cactus Ridge community to derive the most nuanced and complex set of 
descriptions possible.  
I also selected this methodology (or, perhaps, it selected me) because, as 
Katherine Schultz (2008) argues, ethnography, particularly studies like Shirley 
Bryce Heath’s (1983) landmark ethnography Ways with Words, can be powerful 
enough to reorganize schools and have dramatic results on the educational process 
(p. 364). When I was exploring which methodologies would best correspond to 
my research questions, I was heartened and compelled by the notion that 
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ethnography can offer insight into research participants while also providing 
momentum to create change in schools.    
The ethnographic portion of this study took place in the fall semester of 
2010 and the spring semester of 2011. In the fall, I visited the classroom two to 
four days a week depending on the school and teacher’s schedule. From January 
through March of 2011, I visited the classroom five days a week. Most 
ethnographic studies last a year and sometimes two or more years, so this 
ethnography is unique in that the ethnography began as part of a pilot study, took 
a hiatus while I analyzed my experiences and developed the methodologies for the 
dissertation, and then began again with a new group of students in the fall of 2010 
for eight consecutive months. Further, most educational ethnographic studies 
involve significant observations with study participants in community spaces 
beyond the confines of the school; however, it would be more appropriate with 
this particular study to consider the ethnography to be an opportunity to 
understand the students, teacher, school, district, and community on a closer level 
while also serving as a needs assessment of how the students wrote and talked 
about race and how the teacher incorporated critical discussions on race into the 
classroom prior to the curriculum. The ethnographic portion of the study in the 
fall semester also served as an opportunity to determine what would be possible 
with regards to the race-conscious curriculum within the constraints of the school, 
district, and state standards. Conducting hybrid-style ethnography allowed me, as 
a researcher, to address the needs of the students where they were and to better 
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pose problems that were appropriate to the students and school community 
(Freire, 2007).   
Transformative race-conscious curriculum. 
The second methodological component of this study included a nine-week 
race-conscious process-oriented writing curriculum which took place in the spring 
of 2011 and coincided and merged with the ethnographic portion of this study. I 
use the term transformative race-conscious curriculum to describe curriculum 
that is: (a) focused on race, (b) has the potential
8
 to disrupt powerful systems of 
inequity, and (c) asks researchers, teachers, and students to be co-creators of 
knowledge and co-agents of change. Ms. Montañez and I co-designed and co-
taught the curriculum for this workshop. The race-conscious curriculum was 
without a doubt influenced by our past teaching and research experiences. But, the 
curriculum was also unique and original to a degree because Ms. Montañez and I 
crafted most of these lessons collaboratively and neither of us had developed or 
taught these exact lessons before.  
Designing this kind of curriculum and classroom space required strategic 
pedagogical planning. The planning process took approximately nine months 
lasting from June of 2010 to March of 2011. Ms. Montañez and I met over the 
summer of 2010, continued to meet throughout the fall, over the winter break of 
2010 and 2011, and during the spring semester of 2011. In order to share ideas 
with one another, we talked on the phone and online and also met face-to-face in 
                                                 
8
 I emphasize the word “potential” to highlight that the impact of curriculum (and of education in 
general) is dependent on many factors that aren’t directly related to what is taught in the 
classroom. Nonetheless, a transformative curriculum must be designed to arouse these possibilities 
in teachers and students.  
  58 
restaurants and at coffee shops, as well as during school lunch breaks and passing 
periods. As the teacher said to me, “Don’t ever feel bad about getting in touch 
with me at any time. It makes the lessons better.” We ended up exchanging over 
160 e-mails and held several dozen conversations about the curriculum between 
the summer of 2010 and the spring of 2011. Thanks to a grant from Arizona State 
University’s Graduate Professional and Student Association, the Graduate 
College, and the Office of the Vice President for Research and Economic Affairs, 
I was able to purchase supplies for the curricular unit, including folders for 
students to organize their work, highlighters for reading and research, a small 
library of multicultural literature with books such as Sherman Alexie’s The 
Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian and Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless Me, 
Ultima, and butcher block paper for various classroom activities.   
When planning began in the summer of 2010, we started by discussing the 
genres of writing we could teach the students. Because my expertise is in writing 
instruction, as illustrated in the literature review, Ms. Montañez and I came to an 
agreement that I would focus largely on the writing lessons, while she would 
focus on the literature lessons. We also discussed when we could start the unit and 
how we could embed the unit amongst the literature she wanted and felt 
compelled to teach. She also offered general descriptions of the students, school, 
and community. At this point in the process, Ms. Montañez and I established with 
one another that we had a mutual, common, and publically agreed-upon goal to 
co-design and co-implement this curriculum. It was also necessary at this initial 
meeting to share our belief systems to ensure that we had similar ideological 
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views on the purpose of education, specifically English language arts pedagogy 
and curriculum. Through this conversation, we determined that we both consider 
social justice and individual liberation to be important components of the 
educational process.  
The next stage of planning took place in the fall of 2010. At this point in 
the process, I brought resources to Ms. Montañez like Linda Christensen’s 
Teaching for Joy and Justice to discuss with one another and to share different 
approaches to the curriculum. Ms. Montañez then showed me examples of lessons 
she had done in the past and offered insight into how we could embed the unit 
into the curriculum so that it was integrated with the content taught before and 
after the unit and not function as a separate, isolated unit or research study. 
Taking her expectations, my requests, the students’ needs, and the school and 
community context into consideration, we began to make decisions about what we 
wanted to teach. Typically I would go home, draft a few ideas, and then send 
them to Ms. Montañez over email. She would then write back via email or talk 
with me during passing period or her lunch break with thoughts, suggestions, and 
concerns about my ideas. I would then make changes to those documents or send 
along new plans. She would respond and the pattern would continue throughout 
the fall semester.  
Over the winter break, Ms. Montañez and I made strides in the planning 
process when we met for several hours at a local coffee shop and began to plan 
the curriculum in more depth. We discussed what date we would begin the unit, 
what specific genres of writing we wanted to focus on, what kinds of lessons 
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would be engaging and effective, and then we began mapping out the day-to-day 
lesson plans. I then went home and began to draft the bulk of lessons and 
activities and researched a number of different resources we would later use. As 
before, I would share these with Ms. Montañez and she would give me feedback. 
She would then email me with ideas for different lesson plans and I would give 
her my thoughts. As the spring semester started, we continued to design, revise, 
and alter lessons as necessary, making changes according to the students’ or 
teacher’s needs.  
Most of the lessons were planned through an extrapolative process where 
the teacher and I would determine each party’s needs and find a common ground, 
but not all lessons were planned well in advance and some of them were inspired 
by students’ questions, concerns, and needs as they arose in the process. For 
example, one important aspect of the curriculum we taught was a silent 
discussion; however, the idea to hold this kind of discussion came up organically 
in conversation the day before we taught the lesson, as we were looking for 
constructive ways to engage students in the challenging themes they were 
encountering in the slave narratives they were reading in class. On one of the days 
students were drafting an essay as part of the curriculum, I thought it might be 
nice to implement a “silent writing zone” to give students some quiet time to 
write. Other ideas, like the fictional monologue students wrote, were ideas we 
came up with well in advance before the start of the spring semester. Moreover, as 
I will describe in depth in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, the planning process was not 
always neat and tidy. There were lessons where I had to acquiesce to the teacher’s 
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wishes and the teacher had to make accommodations for my needs as a 
researcher.  
There were three main activities that made up the race-conscious writing 
curriculum, including: (1) a fictional monologue where students were asked to 
write a narrative from the perspective of someone of a different race, (2) a silent 
discussion where students were asked to explore issues of race and equity through 
writing, and (3) a research essay where students explored their family’s racial 
and/or ethnic heritage. The fictional monologue and silent discussion coincided 
with a reading unit on slave narratives over a non-consecutive two day period. 
The research essay took place over a consecutive six week period with 
interruptions for holidays, in-service days, and school-wide pep rallies. As I will 
later discuss, there were other lessons that were planned but did not become a part 
of classroom instruction. The curriculum involved reading and writing, but the 
end product, the primary focus of the learning process, and my research interests 
were the student-produced oral and written texts that emerged from this study. 
Based on the teacher’s desire to continue teaching canonical American 
literature to students, the fictional monologue overlapped with an ongoing unit 
devoted to American literary realism, more specifically slave narratives (for 
examples of fictional monologue, see Photographs 1 and 2). The prompt asked 
students to:  
Directions: Write a fictional monologue (spoken by one person) from the 
perspective of a person of a different race or gender (at least one page in 
length). You must:  
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 Place this character or characters in a specific time period and 
setting. 
 Place them in a specific conflict (individual vs. individual, 
individual vs. self, individual vs. society, individual vs. nature, 
etc.).  
 Make sure that you use description and conversation to make the 
character(s), time period, setting, and conflict clear.  
Pointers: 
 When writing a monologue, it is important to choose an emotion. 
What is your character feeling? How can you convey that feeling 
through their monologue? 
 You will be writing this in first person so become the character. 
How would you react if you were in their position?  
 Make it authentic. Think about the time period and historical 
context of the setting.  
For example, because we are going to read slave narratives this semester, 
you may consider writing a monologue from the perspective of a young 
African American male slave trying to flee a cotton plantation in southern 
Georgia.  
Following a process approach to writing instruction, we read through the prompt 
as a class and looked at an example of a monologue from a character named 47, a 
young Black slave during the Civil War from the young adult novel 47 by Walter 
Mosley. The students then had time to draft their monologue and share their draft 
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in progress with their peers. They took their drafts home and revised them to 
submit to the teacher the following day. Once the teacher and I had read through 
the monologues and the teacher had assessed them, Ms. Montañez shared some of 
the lines she enjoyed most from their pieces. The lines she chose to share with the 
class explored issues of loss of identity, overconsumption, and degradation of self 
by others. 
Photograph 1 
Fictional Monologue Example A 
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Photograph 2  
Fictional Monologue Example B 
 
A week later, the students took part in a silent discussion. In this activity, 
students were randomly placed into groups of four to five. Ms. Montañez and I 
placed large sheets of butcher block paper on pods of desks with a prompt in the 
middle of the paper (for example of silent discussion activity, see Photograph 3). 
The prompts directly addressed some of the themes students encountered in the 
slave narratives they were reading concurrently, including Frederick Douglass’s 
“A Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass” and Harriet Jacobs’s “Incidents 
in the Life of a Slave Girl.” The prompts in the silent discussion explored issues 
of race, equity, discrimination, immigration, civil disobedience, and interracial 
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dating. For instance, one prompt depicted two cartoons
9
, one of which offered 
commentary on the never-ending maze of challenges immigrants face when 
coming to the United States and the other presented some of the 
miscommunications and misunderstandings that occur between immigrants and 
U.S. citizens. A different prompt asked students whether another civil war could 
happen in the U.S., why another civil war might occur, and what might cause the 
war to happen. Another prompt asked students to respond to the following quote: 
“Equality may perhaps be a right, but no power on earth can ever turn it into a 
fact.” Students had approximately six minutes to respond silently to the prompt 
through writing. We then called for the students to move with their group to the 
next station where they would then respond to that prompt or to any of the 
comments left on the paper by their peers. The students moved through all of the 
stations and then ended at the prompt where they began. Ms. Montañez and I then 
asked students to read through all of the comments students left on the paper and 
one self-appointed group speaker would choose two of the comments on the paper 
to read aloud. We then discussed these comments as a class.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
9
 To see the cartoons, visit http://www.sentimentalrefugee.com/maze_dwilkins.html and 
http://www.slate.com/id/2139367/.   
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Photograph 3 
Silent Discussion Activity  
 
The portion of the curriculum that we spent the most time on was a 
personal research essay where students explored their own racial or ethnic 
identity. This unit lasted for six consecutive weeks and served as a follow-up to 
the unit on race and equity as discussed in regard to the slave narratives. The 
prompt asked students to:  
Explore your family's racial and/or ethnic heritage. Conduct an 
intergenerational interview with one older (preferably elderly) family 
member to help you explore your family’s racial and/or ethnic history, 
including if or how they came to America, how long they have lived in 
America, and any noteworthy cultural practices. Research historical 
databases (including archives, family trees, or census data) to explore 
your family’s racial and ethnic heritage and to determine whether your 
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family’s experiences are similar or dissimilar to other families who 
migrated from the same geographic region.  
In almost every writing lesson, Ms. Montañez and I addressed the following 
processes: (1) a skill-lesson to introduce and define the genre element or skill, (2) 
use of models/examples, (3) opportunity for students to practice skill(s), (4) 
opportunity for students to share practice writing, (5) opportunity for students to 
practice skill again as part of a college admission essay project in progress, (6) 
opportunity for students to receive feedback from peers or instructors, and (7) 
opportunity for students to revise (Early, 2006; Early, DeCosta-Smith, & 
Valdespino, 2010). In the research essay unit, we offered different perspectives on 
racial and ethnic identity, including the vignette “My Name” from House on 
Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros, which asks what a name means and whether it 
defines who we are. We also discussed how we identify ourselves, how to 
conduct intergenerational interviews, and how to research our race or ethnicity 
through databases and search engines. Students also learned explicit features of 
the research essay, including invention strategies, first-person and primary 
research versus secondary research, introductions, thesis statements, body 
paragraphs, conclusions, peer revision and editing, as well as how to cite sources 
in MLA format. These features were woven into students’ engagement with their 
writing and with structured conversations about race and ethnicity.  
An example of one of these classes is a skill-lesson we taught on thesis 
statements. We asked students to take out a list of main points they had previously 
crafted that they wanted to address in their essay. Ms. Montañez and I showed 
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students some examples of how they could approach a thesis statement for this 
genre of writing. We then had students start to draft their thesis statements, 
getting feedback from us when they were ready. Next, the students shared a draft 
of their thesis statement with a partner, asking the partner to read through the 
thesis statement and giving them honest feedback on whether the thesis was 
effective or not and why. The students then had time to revise their thesis. 
Naturally, they were able to revisit their thesis statements after the lesson ended 
and after they conducted additional research or uncovered new findings. These 
steps were not prescriptive and were amended, revised, and altered to meet 
students’ needs. For instance, towards the end of the research essay unit, we found 
that students were concerned about their MLA format and needed more time to 
work on their citations, so we decided to move this lesson before the peer revision 
sessions to alleviate some of their concerns and to teach another skill-lesson on 
MLA format.  
The students also took part in a number of smaller activities that were 
related to or part of the race-conscious curriculum. For example, the students 
completed observational journals during the third quarter. In order to introduce 
the journal assignment, we showed some student models, including one example 
where the student was grappling with the ways in which Native Americans have 
sacrificed their lives throughout history and the price they have had to pay for 
freedom. We then showed the students some video clips from events taking place 
in the media and asked students to make observations in their notes and share 
their thoughts aloud with the class. One video clip depicted interviews from 
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professors and authors on a new edition of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
that removes the N-word from the text. We engaged students in a discussion on 
the N-word and whether it should or should not play a role in literature and other 
works of art. Another clip showed a video of a slam poetry clip “Change” 
presented by B. Jung of HBO’s Brave New Voices. In this clip, B. Jung, a young 
Black man, addresses self-hatred and the desire for transformation and solidarity 
among people of color. In his poem, he explores what has and has not changed for 
people of color since slavery. The students also took part in a number of 
structured discussions involving the slave narrative reading unit that coincided 
with the race-conscious writing curriculum by engaging students in a discussion 
about African American Vernacular English and dialect, the intersections of 
gender, race, and slavery, and the hardships of life as a slave. See Appendix C to 
review the main curricular documents created for the unit. 
Implementation of the transformative race-conscious 
curriculum. 
Because one of the goals of this study’s methodology was to co-design 
and co-implement a race-conscious curriculum, the classroom teacher and I 
needed to strike a balance of some sort in the way the day-to-day lessons were 
taught. Although the process was complex and required a significant amount of 
give and take from both parties, which I detail in Chapter 4, our decisions about 
what we would design and teach were largely grounded in our own expertise. For 
instance, American literature is a significant portion of Ms. Montañez’s 11th-grade 
English curriculum. As such, she spearheaded the teaching of lessons like the 
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fictional monologue and the silent discussion that directly connected with the 
themes students were encountering in the slave narratives unit. She had taught 
slave narratives to students for the last few years while I had less experience with 
the readings. On the other hand, I felt comfortable introducing the research paper 
because I have taught composition courses at the secondary and college level for 
several years and have expertise in the field of writing. Ms. Montañez had less 
experience teaching research essays, so I opted to lead these lessons.  
With that said, there were several lessons where it was impossible to say 
that a lesson was “hers” or “mine.” In fact, many of the lessons were co-taught 
and there was a shared reciprocity and responsibility to see to it that the material 
was taught in the most effective way possible. Ms. Montañez would introduce a 
concept and I would expound upon it by providing more information, or I would 
share an idea with students and Ms. Montañez would offer additional details or 
commentary. She would often say, “Ms. D., do you have anything else you’d like 
to add?” and I would ask, “Ms. M., could you offer your insight on this topic?” 
This happened during the silent discussion where Ms. Montañez introduced the 
idea for the lesson. I gave additional input on the purpose and goal of the 
discussion, and we both responded to students’ questions and concerns as the 
silent discussion took place. More generally, we also worked together by 
answering students’ questions, by milling around the room, by bouncing answers 
off of one another, and by offering explanations to the students’ questions in 
different terms to support their understanding of the content.  
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This co-teaching effort also manifested itself through the ways students 
interacted with us. The most obvious example of this was that students were able 
to converse with the teacher they felt more comfortable with. There were times 
when students would specifically call Ms. Montañez over for help while, at other 
times, students would walk past the teacher and head to me for guidance. At the 
end of my time at Cactus Ridge, Ms. Montañez called me a “fixture in the 
classroom” and told me it would be “sad” and “challenging” to finish the year 
without me in the classroom, which highlights the ways in which we shared 
responsibility for student learning during the curricular unit.  
Rationale for the transformative race-conscious curriculum.  
There have been many studies conducted on the effects of teaching race-
conscious reading units to students, particularly units focused on multicultural 
literature. While there is some evidence suggesting that racially aware reading 
curriculum does have a positive effect on students’ attitudes towards diversity, 
particularly for students of color (Smith, 1995; Spears-Bunton, 1990), most 
evidence suggests that the mere presence of multicultural literature in a classroom 
does not guarantee students will be more motivated, nor will it necessarily 
improve learning or spark a transformation in students (Abbott, 1994; Adams, 
1995; Hollingworth, 2009; Luther, 2009; Margerison, 1995; Murphy & Trooien, 
1996; Page, 2001). As a result of these studies, we decided not to focus this unit 
solely on reading activities or on multicultural literature. In addition to this 
research, we also listened to the call of the National Commission on Writing’s 
(2003) report which contends that “of the three ‘Rs,’ writing is clearly the most 
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neglected” (p. 3) in schools. Along with many other scholars of writing, I have 
deep concerns about the way writing is often used in the classroom solely to 
improve reading skills rather than a subject and area of expertise of its own 
(Hillocks, 2003; Newkirk, 2009). I was also compelled by the Commission’s 
(2003) statement that “writing today is not a frill for the few, but an essential skill 
for the many” (p. 11). Knowing the important role writing plays in students’ 
access to powerful, mainstream institutions like college and the workforce, I 
wanted to ensure that writing was a primary focus of the curriculum. Armed with 
this information, we developed a race-conscious literacy curriculum, focusing 
primarily on various writing tasks, including a writing workshop using the 
process-approach (Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986). While the curriculum we created 
is modest and small in scale and can be altered, improved, and revised, we wanted 
to see what was possible when students were explicitly taught a race-conscious 
literacy curriculum in a high school English classroom.  
Our rationale for implementing a transformative race-conscious unit into 
the 11
th
 -grade English curriculum was also steeped in our personal observations 
and experiences as educators who are proud of our respective racial and ethnic 
heritages but concerned about what appears to be a general disinterest in teaching 
curriculum on race and ethnicity in schools, particularly in schools that are all-
White or who are experiencing shifts in demographics and presumably do not find 
this type of curriculum necessary or important. A rich body of research on 
discussions of race – and their absence – in the classroom shows that these 
conversations “continue to be muted and marginalized” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 
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47). Toni Morrison (1992) contends that “in matters of race, silence and evasion 
have historically ruled” (p. 9). In the pilot study I conducted for this dissertation at 
Cactus Ridge, I interviewed several teachers across subject areas both formally 
and informally and found that many teachers were hesitant to explicitly teach 
lessons on race. Many teachers at the school opted to “teach about race from the 
book.” As Ms. Montañez stated succinctly, “Teachers are just afraid to go there.”  
My findings from the pilot study, along with Ms. Montañez’s willingness to enter 
into dialogue about race with students, served as motivation and rationale to 
conduct this study and enact this curriculum at Cactus Ridge.  
To challenge students to engage in the type of writing and dialogue we 
envisioned, Ms. Montañez and I had to be sensitive to who we are and how we 
identify as teachers and as individuals (Mallory & New, 1994). As Nieto (2000) 
explains, “Without [a] transformation of ourselves, any attempts at developing a 
multicultural perspective will be shallow and superficial” (p. 383). We had to be 
willing to share our own racial and ethnic backgrounds with one another and with 
students in order to put ourselves in the best position possible to understand our 
students and the ways in which they write and talk about race. Throughout the 
course of the study, Ms. Montañez and I had several conversations with one 
another about our own racial and ethnic heritage. Ms. Montañez shared stories 
with me about growing up in the United States near the Mexican border and 
crossing into Mexico to grab tacos for lunch. She also shared her internal conflicts 
with her own race and ethnicity as she moved through school and into the 
workforce. I recounted tales about my favorite Portuguese foods and the 
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importance of maintaining my connection to my Portuguese Azorean ancestors by 
keeping my maiden name after marriage. I also shared my feelings about the 
opportunities and privileges I feel I have received as a White woman. Ms. 
Montañez wanted and needed to share her experiences as a person of color with 
me and with the students, and I wanted and needed to do the same as a White 
woman. In fact, I even wrote the research essay myself as a sample for the 
students and as a way to demonstrate that I was willing to go through this learning 
process too. As Geneva Gay (2000) argues, teachers must carefully analyze their 
own cultural self-awareness, coming to grips with their own ethnocentricity and 
the cultural beliefs and ideologies that come with it. Taking these steps together 
was an important part of collaboratively designing and implementing a 
transformative race-conscious curriculum. 
Self-awareness was an important aspect of this process, so we had hopes 
that it could be transformative in some way for the students or for us as teachers 
and me as a researcher. In order for the curriculum to be transformative, the 
students, classroom teacher, and researcher needed to collaborate in order to co-
create knowledge and move beyond traditional approaches to the design and 
implementation of curriculum. This approach can be likened to what Kris 
Gutiérrez and her collaborators (1999) call the “third space.” Gutiérrez (2008) 
explains that the third space is a meeting place where dominant and non-dominant 
groups, including teachers and students, collaborate to understand one another’s 
languages, literacies, needs, and interests. From this third space, hybridity and 
dialogism can occur. Thus, we needed to consider the input of the students, not 
  75 
just our experiences and expertise as the classroom teachers. We needed to adjust 
the curriculum to meet students’ needs and interests, as well as ask students for 
feedback frequently during the unit. For instance, when we originally created the 
curriculum we did not intend to a hold a celebration at the end of the unit; 
however, many of the students expressed that they wanted to take a day of class to 
learn more about their classmates, including their cultural heritages, practices, and 
languages, stemming from the research essays they wrote. This feedback helped 
us ensure that the curriculum was transformative and collaborative in nature and 
not solely about our personal or political interests. It also is indicative of the ways 
teachers and researchers can find a third space with students in the classroom.  
With regards to the three specific curricular series of lessons encompassed 
in the race-conscious curriculum, we chose to have students write a fictional 
monologue because it would offer them the opportunity to empathize and 
internalize the struggles and triumphs of someone of a different skin color. 
Furthermore, we hoped it would require students to make sense out of a context, 
time period, and identity that was unfamiliar to them. Putting themselves outside 
of their comfort zone, even if only briefly, was an important part of what we 
wanted to accomplish.  
We chose to incorporate a silent discussion into the curriculum because 
we wanted to offer a structured activity where all students could get involved and 
have a role in a discussion on race and equity. Ms. Montañez had engaged 
students in previous years in a silent discussion (although not on this topic), so 
she felt comfortable incorporating this kind of lesson into the classroom. We also 
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believed the silent discussion offered students a chance to write openly and 
honestly about issues that can be somewhat controversial or challenging for youth 
to articulate, regardless of skin color or background (Bolgatz, 2005). 
In crafting the prompt for the research essay portion of the curriculum, 
Ms. Montañez and I wanted to make sure students would be able to conduct 
research of some kind, have the opportunity to investigate concepts related to race 
and/or ethnicity, and be able to explore their own racial and/or ethnic heritage. 
There are a few different points worth considering here. First, we wanted to select 
a general topic that would interest students and honor their personal and familial 
capital (Bourdieu, 1984; Yosso, 2005). As Christensen (2009) claims, “When we 
create writing assignments that call students’ memories into the classroom, we 
honor their heritage and their stories as worthy of study” (p. 4). Even more, 
Phillip Bowman (1990) argues that racial and cultural self-identification is the 
first step in understanding and appreciating the diversity in others. We hoped that 
by researching one’s family and ancestors it might help spark students’ interest in 
learning more about their own or others’ cultures. We also believed that by 
exploring their family’s history, the students would be encouraged to look beyond 
their immediate family to look at the social, historical, and cultural contexts of the 
time periods they chose to research. Further, as Winans (2010) contends, we need 
to shift away from simply offering students more cognitive, intellectual 
information about race or ethnicity and instead ask them to analyze their 
experiences of knowing and coming to know their own and others’ racial and 
ethnic identities. For these reasons, Ms. Montañez and I felt it was important to 
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make the essay prompt personal by giving students the opportunity to not only 
explore information about race and ethnicity but also explore their own family’s 
racial or ethnic heritage.  
We selected the research essay genre because it fell in line with the 11
th
-
grade Arizona state writing standards. While the standards were not often a part of 
the discussions Ms. Montañez and I held, we were both aware that students 
needed to write a research essay during the course of the school year. Ms. 
Montañez expressed to me that the students needed to complete a research 
assignment as part of the district’s benchmarks. We also selected this genre 
because we were both cognizant of the importance of research essays in students’ 
success in school (Cope & Kalantizis, 1993; Donovan & Smolkin, 2006; Martin, 
1989). Ms. Montañez knew that I had some expertise in writing and articulated 
that she wanted this curriculum to help prepare the students for the SAT writing 
prompt, college admission and scholarship essays, first-year composition courses 
at the college level, as well as the 12
th
-grade curriculum and the ubiquitous 
“senior paper.” Because of these important gate-keeping tasks that lie ahead for 
the students, we made a conscious, collaborative decision to teach a personal 
research essay as one major element of this curriculum.  
Perhaps most importantly, I wanted to take on this curriculum project 
because I was inspired by the many examples of positive, transformative acts of 
literacy going on in classrooms around the country (for example, see Christensen, 
2000, 2009; Early, 2006; Early, DeCosta-Smith, & Valdespino, 2010; Nieto, 
2000; University of California, Los Angeles Institute for Democracy, Equity, and 
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Access, 2011). I wanted to follow in the footsteps of these projects by focusing on 
the possibilities for equity in the classroom and beyond. Many publications, 
documentaries, and government reports offer an alarmist version of what is going 
on in schools. While there is need to be concerned about issues of access, equity, 
and privilege that persist, a transformative race-conscious curriculum offers a 
vision of what is possible when teachers, researchers, and students work together 
for the greater good. It is essential that we avoid the deficit approach, which 
usually results in pointing the finger of blame at teachers and their students. 
Instead it is more important to pinpoint the larger educational context that might 
promote these inequities rather than finding blame in any single person, group, or 
institution (Valencia, 1997), and, most of all, to work to bring these issues to light 
in the space of the classroom. By designing and implementing this transformative 
race-conscious curriculum, I wanted to challenge traditional research in the 
classroom. It was my hope that together Ms. Montañez and I could probe the 
ways in which pedagogy and curriculum can be developed to address and 
ameliorate racism, suffering, and oppression (Lincoln, 1993). A discussion of the 
implications of the decision-making processes related to the curriculum will 
follow in Chapters 4, 5, and 6.   
Data Collection 
 This study drew on a number of different methodological approaches to 
gather data. At times, I worried that I might be gathering too much data, but I 
ultimately concluded that this study’s methodology is unique and does not have 
an exact or similar methodological precedent set before it; therefore, I erred on the 
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side of collecting too much rather than too little data. To create a corpus of data to 
analyze, I documented and collected field notes, interviews, student work, and 
other artifacts from 65 students and the classroom teacher.  
 Participant selection.  
My study took place with two 11
th
-grade English classes at Cactus Ridge 
High School over an eight month period. The transformative curriculum was not 
intended to resemble a clinical or experimental intervention, even though the 
study took place with two separate classes. There were no comparisons between 
the groups and I held no definitive control over the classroom or the curriculum. I 
chose to work with two English classes, as opposed to one, to match the number 
of 11
th
-grade English class preparations of the classroom teacher. Because we 
were co-designing the curriculum together, I did not want to only be present for 
one of her 11
th
-grade English classes and not the other. The curriculum was 
constructed and taught through a series of collaborative processes and therefore 
was intentionally a give and a take, a push and a pull between myself, the 
classroom teacher, the students, and the context. As I will describe in greater 
depth in later chapters, there are lessons and concepts that I wanted to incorporate 
into the curriculum but was unable to do so for a variety of reasons. There were 
also lessons that Ms. Montañez wanted to include in the curriculum, but, again, 
we were not able to for a number of reasons. This was a real classroom with real 
students, and Ms. Montañez and I are real and flawed people and teachers, so the 
curriculum was not “perfect.” The way the curriculum was implemented was not 
always ideal or as intended. Furthermore, all of the student-participants were 
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randomly assigned to Ms. Montañez’s 11th-grade English class, so we did not pick 
and choose who took part in the workshop; however, a few of the students had her 
as a teacher before and enjoyed her class and, therefore, tried to fix their course 
schedule so that they could be in her class again.  
When selecting interview participants, I chose five students, Jerry, Karen, 
Gisela, Sarah, and Jayson towards the conclusion of the curriculum. I purposely 
selected (Krathwohl, 1998) these individuals because I had a good rapport with 
them, focused closely on them in my field notes, and knew they would be honest 
with me in an interview setting. I also felt that they represented a wide range of 
perspectives on the curriculum both in terms of their racial and ethnic diversity 
and their expressed attitudes towards the curriculum. One of the male students 
self-identified as White and the other as biracial with a Black father and White 
mother. Two of the three female students self-identified as White and the other as 
Mexican American. All were 11
th
-grade students and all five of the students came 
from different socioeconomic backgrounds, one student’s parents were 
unemployed, other parents were pilots, flight attendants, nurses, stay-at-home 
moms, teachers, managers, and stockbrokers. Some lived in the more exclusive 
sections of North Sunshine City while others lived in the more modest central and 
south end of town.  
The classroom teacher and I met through a mutual colleague at Cactus 
Ridge who recommended a year prior to the study that we discuss our similar 
interests and talk about potentially co-creating a curriculum on race. Our 
colleague thought that we could establish a mutually beneficial relationship 
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because I had much I wanted to learn from her as an “activist teacher” and she felt 
as if she could learn from my expertise with writing instruction. When we met the 
first time, Ms. Montañez told me that her main goal when teaching 11
th
-grade 
English is to help her students see different perspectives. More specifically, she 
wanted students to ask “what does it mean to be an American?” and “how can we 
give voice to the many different perspectives of Americans?” I knew that I 
wanted to work with a teacher who would challenge students’ perspectives and 
perceptions of their own and others’ identities. I was also curious how my role as 
a White researcher and her position as a Mexican American teacher might have an 
impact on the kinds of discussions that took place or the specific lessons that were 
incorporated into the curriculum. Ms. Montañez also expressed during our first 
meeting that she wanted her students to be proud of their heritage because she is 
proud of who she is and where she came from. At that meeting, she related a story 
to me about how she writes her name on the board at the beginning of each school 
year, saying to students, “Yes, my name is Ms. Montañez. Yes, that’s an ‘enye’ 
over the ‘n’ in my name and yes, this is English class.” This piqued my curiosity 
because I wanted to see how a teacher’s pride in her own ethnic heritage might 
encourage or even dissuade students from exploring their own and others’ racial 
and ethnic identities. After our initial conversation and as we began to share ideas 
with one another in person and over e-mail, I felt confident that we could learn 
from one another and that we would be able to co-design and co-teach a 
curriculum on racial and ethnic identity.   
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Field notes.  
To get the kind of insiders’ perspective that is needed in ethnographic 
research, I wanted to record rich, thick field notes (Geertz, 1973) to give myself 
and my readers insight into the students, the classroom, and the sociocultural 
habits of Cactus Ridge and Sunshine City. This meant spending significant 
amounts of time in the classroom taking notes, which helped me better understand 
who the students are as individuals and how they function as a group. It also 
allowed me to record how the teacher had an impact on the students and their 
reactions to the curriculum. While I was in the classroom, I observed the students, 
participated in the class, and, on occasion, did both. I took notes of classroom 
practices, hallway conversations, and interactions that took place at pep rallies, 
bathroom breaks, as well as trips to the library, computer lab, and lunchroom.  
I followed Robert Emerson, Rachel Fretz, and Linda Shaw’s (1995) 
suggestion to jot down field notes at various places and at various times. I opted 
to take notes during class if the students were taking notes because it was not 
disruptive to the students. Other times I jotted notes down after leaving the 
school. Regardless, I always typed up amended field notes on my computer within 
24 hours of the events. In total, I collected over 100 double-spaced pages of field 
notes, totaling over 21,000 words. While I documented a considerable amount of 
activities at Cactus Ridge, the process of writing field notes also involved 
deciding what to leave out, and these were decisions I had to make as an 
ethnographer (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). For example, I often found myself 
curious about the teacher’s keen interest in teaching literature and literary 
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response. There were times when this pattern merged with my research questions 
and became a point of focus in my field notes, as you will see in later chapters; 
other times this did not connect with my interests in race and literacy and 
therefore did not become a part of my notes.  
Interviews.  
Along with field notes, I conducted constant informal conversational 
interviews with the students and the classroom teacher (Gall, Gall, & Borg 2003), 
typically as the curriculum elicited this kind of dialogue. These interviews were 
conducted primarily during classroom instruction and before and after class but 
also during the passing period, in the hall ways, and during lunch time. I also 
conducted six separate in-depth interviews at the end of the curricular unit with 
the classroom teacher and five different students during the lunch break at Cactus 
Ridge. Each interview lasted between 40 minutes and an hour. I used a semi-
formal protocol with open-ended questions and audio recorded these interviews 
for transcription purposes. Because my interview questions addressed issues of 
identity, race, and ethnicity, which are personal and sensitive topics for some, it 
was important that I establish a strong rapport with participants. I forged a bond 
with the students and teacher by initiating conversation related to school, 
extracurricular activities, work, and friends and family. This allowed me to get to 
know the participants on a more personal level and helped me begin to understand 
the world through their eyes, while also offering me a glimpse into what 
motivated them to think and act the way they do. Ultimately, I believe the rapport 
I built with students had a positive impact on the kinds of responses I elicited 
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(Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). Once I built rapport, I tried to ask the kinds of 
interview questions and offer the kinds of responses that encouraged participants 
to let their “words fly” (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). It became clear that students 
spoke openly during the interviews because after I interviewed them many made 
comments such as “that was easy” or “that felt more like I was just talking with 
you than an interview.” 
During the conversations, I posed a question to the participant and then 
listened closely to their response. I then searched for the essence of their response 
in order to move the conversation forward. This meant that I would often offer a 
follow-up question or rephrase the participants’ response, which allowed the 
participant to explain themselves, revise their statement, or re-articulate their 
original point in different terms. Because I wanted to better understand not only 
the participants, but also how they shape their identities from sources beyond the 
classroom walls, my interview questions covered a wide range of topics including 
family, friends, the Cactus Ridge and Sunshine City communities, the role of 
critical literacy in the classroom, and their attitudes towards the race-conscious 
curriculum. Although the curricular unit was complete at this stage of the research 
process, all of the students expressed their appreciation for getting to take part in 
the study, the curriculum, and the interview. They also expressed an interest in 
learning more about their identities in the future. This suggests that while the 
interviews offered insight into the impact of the race-conscious curriculum at that 
moment, there may still have been personal, critical, and intellectual work going 
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on during and after the interviews. See Appendix D to review teacher- and 
student-participant interview protocol.  
I conducted interviews with students and the teacher during the course of 
the study because the research participants were interesting people with many 
insights to offer. But, as a researcher, I am compelled by the ways in which 
individuals are windows into the cultural practices of groups, institutions, and 
communities (Paris, 2011). As it has been argued in several sociocultural studies, 
“The individual child can be the unit of concern, but not the unit of analysis” 
(McDermott, Goldman & Varenne, 2006, p. 13). Drawing on this study’s 
theoretical framework, I wanted to know more about the ways students use words 
to borrow, echo, and cite others’ language (Bakhtin, 1981) and the ways in which 
language can inhibit or free individuals (Freire, 2007). This is not to say that 
individuals were not integral to this study. Indeed the participants in this study 
were complex individuals with much to share. However, I am most concerned 
with the ways utterances and discourses reflect the larger ideologies that exist 
within groups, institutions, and communities (Bakhtin, 1981; Gee, 2000b; Hull & 
Schultz, 2002; Voloshinov, 1976).  
Student writing. 
I collected a number of different kinds of written work from students. This 
included but was not limited to essays, class notes, journal entries, responses to 
worksheet questions, invention and draft work, fictional works, peer feedback, 
and in-class and on-demand writing. I also collected final reflections from 
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students which were given at the conclusion of the race-conscious curriculum. See 
Appendix E for the final reflection questions.  
Collecting student writing was key to this study because I wanted to 
understand not only what students would say in casual conversation or when 
engaged in structured school talk about race but also how students would write 
about this topic when given the opportunity. The students typically had more time 
to think through and respond to the writing prompts they were given, and I 
wanted to explore how this might impact what they wrote about and how they 
wrote about it. As composition scholar Paul Prior (2004) argues, when writers 
compose a text, the writing “moves forward (and backward) in fits and starts, with 
pauses and flurries, discontinuities and conflicts” (p. 171). This is because writers 
do not only inscribe a text, they are also reading other texts, including their own, 
revising their work, constantly inventing and reconstructing new ideas, and taking 
part in other, non-writerly activities (Prior, 2004, p. 171). This is not to say that a 
text’s history and all of its parts wholly unveils itself simply by reading it; this is 
to say that I wanted a full sense of the ways students spoke and wrote about race, 
which collecting both oral and written data allowed me to do. In effect, I collected 
oral data to see how students responded to immediate questions and structured 
discussions on race and ethnicity, but I collected student writing as a way of 
examining students’ thinking in different modes over a more sustained period of 
time. Together, this offered a rich picture of what transpired in Ms. Montañez’s 
11
th
-grade English classroom.  
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Looking Beyond Cactus Ridge  
My ability to generalize findings from this study is limited by the number 
of field notes, interviews, and documents I collected within the span of the study 
and the number of months I spent in the classroom (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). 
While my analysis of Cactus Ridge and Sunshine City has been ongoing for 
several years, my relationship and insight into this specific group of students, the 
classroom teacher, and their dynamics is bound to an eight month period. At times 
I wished that the curriculum could have extended over a full year or more and that 
I could follow the students to the next grade level or continue to work with the 
teacher as she worked with a new group of students. This is because 
transformation and change take time. People rarely evolve over a short period of 
time and identity shifts and racial awareness are continuous, fluid processes for 
individuals and communities. Furthermore, the dissertation genre dictates that I 
must have a starting and stopping point and temporal parameters must be set and 
defined. This means that ongoing, sustained examinations of this group of 
students and their perceptions of race were bound by the limitations of this task. 
Determining the effectiveness of the transformative aspect of this study is also 
difficult because I studied 65 students, which to some scholars may be too many 
participants to understand the nuances of individual participants, their identities, 
and their utterances. Other researchers would say that 65 students are too few in 
number to determine if transformation occurred and to what degree. 
Although there may be limitations and constraints to my methodological 
choices, the design of the study, and more broadly, the dissertation genre, my 
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hope is that my readers will see a much larger target for this work. I believe the 
thick descriptions I offer will allow the findings to extend to populations or 
locations in similar circumstances (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Yin, 2003). Sunshine 
City, Cactus Ridge, Ms. Montañez, and her students are the core of this 
dissertation, but these participants and contexts are symbols of schools and cities 
across America that are largely White but are experiencing shifting demographics. 
I encourage readers to move beyond the limited scope of this work, to look past 
its flaws and my missteps as a researcher, to think beyond Cactus Ridge, and to 
even look beyond the Sunshine City community to consider how a transformative 
race-conscious curriculum might become part of the curriculum in English 
language arts classrooms around the country.
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      Chapter 3 
Breaking Down the Data: Analyzing Texts Collected at  
Cactus Ridge High School  
When I began to analyze the data from my eight months in Room 183, I 
learned quickly that the process would be iterative and lively (Miles & Huberman, 
1994). As I began to study the data, I realized that there were countless ways I 
could frame what I was seeing and many lenses I could look through to see the 
data in a new or different way. This was particularly evident during the instances 
where I felt that the traditional pedagogy and curriculum I observed in the 
classroom might obscure students’ critical awareness and the times I felt that Ms. 
Montañez’s constructive teaching style and creative curriculum enabled students 
to think critically about the world around them. I could have chosen one narrow 
lens through which to view Ms. Montañez and her classroom, but I learned in 
qualitative analysis that there are constant, ongoing negotiations with how we 
perceive and conceptualize who and what we are researching. Through the 
research process, I came to understand that qualitative researchers have to be 
prepared to see the participants and the context in a different way on any given 
day and that qualitative analysis is a constant balancing act.  
One strategy I used to help with these negotiations was to read and loosely 
code the data as I collected more data (Merriam, 1998). This is not to say that I 
prejudged or made presumptions about my findings. To the contrary, I made a 
conscious effort to only mark what I was seeing at that time and to stay open to 
new theories and patterns as they emerged (Charmaz, 2005). I also tried to avoid 
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focusing on specific discourse patterns at the expense of others. I would argue that 
jotting down initial notes and codes helped me to avoid “built-in blind spots” 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 50) because I was forced to constantly rethink how 
I was collecting data. For instance, at one point, I started to notice that students 
joked frequently about race. Some of the jokes at first glimpse appeared to be 
racist. By noting this general pattern, I began to think about how I could collect 
more and unique data on this topic, so I decided to add a question to my interview 
protocol that explicitly asked students to describe the ways in which students talk 
about race at school and with friends and to add follow-up questions to the 
protocol about race and humor. These questions often resulted in lengthy 
explanations from interviewees about how students joke about race with their 
peers, allowing me to gain insight into who was doing the joking and who was 
being joked about, whether students considered the jokes to be racist, and whether 
there were other ways in which students attempted to merge humor and race. 
Without reading and coding the data as I went along, I never would have thought 
to explore the topic in more depth through interviews.  
Even though the analytical process had to come to a resting place for the 
sake of the dissertation genre, it is safe to say that I am still analyzing much of 
what I saw and experienced during my time at Cactus Ridge, and I expect to do 
this for many years to come. Every day I think about students like Jerry, Karen, 
Gisela, Jayson, and Sarah and the teacher, Ms. Montañez. I still want to know 
more about Jerry’s moral code, Gisela’s upbringing, and Jayson’s 
conceptualization of race and racism. I would love to see how the teacher’s 
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philosophies on education and activism will continue to shift as she spends more 
time in the classroom. These curiosities further solidify my belief that qualitative 
analysis is enduring and maybe never ending. I am aware, though, that there is a 
place in the qualitative research process where I must pause to offer findings and 
implications for this work. This stopping point was the place where I felt that I 
was comfortable enough with the data and knew it well enough to say with 
confidence that certain trends had emerged. From here, I offer a more in depth 
explanation of my analytical process. 
Methods of Analysis 
I employed one hybrid and interdisciplinary analytical technique drawn 
from the study’s theoretical framework. This technique is called discourse 
analysis, which is “a means of examining communicative practices so as to 
uncover signs of social identities, institutions, and norms as well as the means by 
which these social formation are establish, negotiated, enacted, and changed 
through communicative practice” (Bazerman & Prior, 2004, p. 3). I used the 
“toolkit” of discourse analysis to prompt “careful examination of the details of 
language and its basic modes –of representation, production, reception, and 
distribution” (Bazerman & Prior, 2004, p. 4). Thomas Huckin (1992) outlined the 
general, basic procedures involved in discourse analysis. They include:  
1. Selecting an initial corpus to study [these are the texts I collected 
over the eight month study period] 
2. Identifying salient patterns by holistically scanning the texts [these 
are the patterns I gleaned from an initial scanning of the texts] 
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3. Determining “interestingness” [these are the patterns that emerged 
that relate to my research questions and have the potential to 
interest other scholars and teachers in the field] 
4. Selecting a corpus for study [this is the actual body of texts that I 
analyzed in depth] 
5. Verifying the pattern [this is the actual empirical analysis of texts 
through marking, coding, and focusing of patterns] 
6. Developing a functional-rhetorical analysis [this is an explanation 
of the emergent patterns in their contexts] (p. 90-93) 
I used these six fundamental processes as I analyzed the oral and written data that 
I collected from August 2010 to March 2011.  
Critical Discourse Analysis. 
I drew heavily on one form of discourse analysis called Critical Discourse 
Analysis. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is the examination of how written 
and oral texts construct representations of the world, social identities, and social 
relationships. CDA also involves investigation into the ways in which language 
enacts, reproduces, reinforces, and promulgates the social powers that surround us 
(Fairclough, 2001). Critical Discourse Analysts take the approach that talk and 
written text are related to social inequality and that social inequality should be 
resisted (van Dijk, 2003). As Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer (2009) argue, 
“Related to the notion of ‘power’ is that it is very rare that the text is only the 
work of one person” (p. 10). CDA was the primary analytical technique I used in 
this study, but because our words are rarely our own and often draw upon, borrow 
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from, and hybridize others’ voices, I used Bakhtinian text mapping as a tool to 
facilitate the critical discourse process. Tobin (2000) defines Bakhtinian text 
mapping as the process of tracing and plotting research participants’ language. 
Drawing on Bakhtin’s (1981) theory on the social nature of language, text 
mapping emphasizes that individuals echo and cite words, phrases, and ideas from 
other sources, which include family members, friends and peers, and cultural, 
political, and religious figures. At times we do this consciously while other times 
we do this unconsciously. Similarly, we may echo and cite others’ words 
earnestly and with good intentions while occasionally we draw on others’ words 
as a way to parrot or mock them. Still yet, we may allude to others’ words to 
make a statement, draw attention to ourselves or to the situation, participate in an 
act of power, or incite a reaction. Using Critical Discourse Analysis as a lens and 
Bakhtinian text mapping as an analytical tool, my task then was to use the written 
and oral texts I collected to uncover how and why individuals draw on particular 
words and concepts in their language while avoiding others and to understand 
how race and power feature in students’ oral and written utterances.   
I engaged with the texts by looking at some of the common features that 
make up Critical Discourse Analysis. Above all, I looked at the data on both 
macro and micro levels of analysis. Macro-micro analysis is important because 
language use and power and equity cannot be separated. As Teun A. van Dijk 
(2003) explains, “In everyday interaction and experience the macro- and 
microlevel (and intermediary ‘mesolevels’) form one unified whole” (p. 345). 
This analysis required that I explore how participants represented their own and 
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others’ identities through language and examine discourses of power and control 
on individual, classroom, and institutional levels (van Dijk, 2003). Macro- and 
microlevel analysis can include an exploration of intertextuality. Because texts do 
not exist in isolation, it is important to understand how speakers and writers draw 
on others’ words when they communicate (Bakhtin, 1984). Intertextuality 
includes direct quotations, indirect quotations, mentioning of a person, document, 
or statements, comments of evaluation on a statement, text, or otherwise involved 
voice, using recognized or common language features of a particular people, 
groups of people, and documents, echoing certain ways of communicating, 
discussions amongst other people, and types of documents (Bazerman, 2005, p. 
88-89). In short, intertextual references illuminate the macro- and microlevel 
connections participants consciously and unconsciously make between 
individuals and larger institutions, groups, or issues.  
Mining and coding the data.  
It is somewhat disjointed to separate my mining and coding process from 
my findings because they happen simultaneously and are fluid in nature; however, 
I have chosen to explicate my analytical process here for a few reasons. First, I 
want to give ample attention to the rigor I tried to employ in my analysis of the 
data. I have attempted to use the most appropriate set of skills and tools at my 
disposal to answer the research questions. I also want to be transparent about the 
process I went through to arrive at my findings. By sharing how I mined and 
coded the data, I hope to bring forth the sense of ethics and honesty with which I 
tried to conduct this study, particularly because this study involves race, which 
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can be an enigmatic and perplexing topic. In this vein, I also want to do my 
research participants, the research process, and my readers justice by painting a 
clear picture of my analytical journey into an issue that has had a controversial, 
complex, and ensconced history in our country.   
During the data collection process, I was diligent to make note of every 
conversation between students and students, the teacher and students, and myself 
and the students that I could. I also made copies of every piece of student writing 
that was directly or loosely related to race and literacy. I then mined the oral and 
written texts I collected, all of which were modified to become inscribed data in 
order to facilitate the analytical process. The texts I analyzed include five semi-
structured interviews with students and one with the classroom teacher, several 
dozen informal interviews with students and the teacher, field notes from eight 
months of observations in the classroom, hallways, library, and other school 
gathering spaces, personal reflections written after each class period, written 
student reflections from the conclusion of the race-conscious curriculum, 
participant demographic surveys, various texts produced in class including student 
annotations from the silent discussion, fictional monologues and research essays 
written by students, as well as written responses to literature and other in-class 
activities. Through the collection of both oral and written data, I was able to draw 
conclusions about the ways in which this group of students and the classroom 
teacher conceptualized their own and others’ racial and ethnic identities through 
everyday language, school talk, and school writing.  
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To begin the analytical process, as Huckin (1992) suggests, I took my data 
set and scanned it holistically to look for salient patterns.  This was an opportunity 
for me to read and re-read the texts and to get to know the data set. I also spent 
time at this point in the process evaluating myself as a researcher and determining 
whether the data I collected were gathered in the most ethical way possible. 
Through my reflection, I became even more confident about the data collection 
process, so I continued on with my analysis. Once I had read through and found a 
set of initial (albeit not firm) working patterns, I began to determine whether those 
patterns were pertinent to my initial research questions or if they devolved into 
issues that were not related to race and literacy or to the study’s methodological 
framework. If the patterns were related to the study, I pursued them further.  
It was at this point that I entered the data and my initial working patterns 
into Atlas.ti (2011), an electronic tool for qualitative data analysis. When I began 
analyzing the data, I had visions of being a qualitative purist who does not use 
computer programs to analyze the data; however, I found that the sheer volume of 
field notes and informal interviews alone called for a more useful organizational 
mechanism than my notepad or Microsoft Word could offer. I also found that it 
was important to tell the teacher’s story, so I needed to separate the student codes 
from the teacher codes, and Atlas.ti allowed me to do this with ease. Like all 
qualitative software programs, Atlas.ti did not analyze the data for me; it simply 
offered a useful, efficient way to organize and collapse the data.  
I began to closely mine the data by looking for patterns on a micro scale 
by examining sentence and word level features, as well as on a macro scale by 
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looking for broader conceptions of equity and power (van Dijk, 2003). This was 
to help identify consistent phrases, expressions, or ideas common among the data 
and to systematically code and chunk the data into distinct themes (Kvale, 2007; 
Merriam, 1998). I then poured through my field notes and made observer 
comments in the margins (Merriam, 1998) by bracketing off personal remarks 
about the trends I was observing. For example, I noted in January of 2011 in 
observer comments that there were several times that students felt like humans, 
particularly Americans, thrive on divisions and racism as a way of maintaining 
the status quo. I also wrote in observer comments in January of 2011 that some 
students had commented that institutionalized racism has diminished but that 
prejudice, bigotry, discrimination, and racism are ongoing battles our nation faces. 
After observing several, repeated micro-level discursive practices like these, I 
began to develop some a posteriori knowledge about what was transpiring in the 
classroom.  
I then developed codes inductively based upon the study’s theoretical 
framework and research questions by looking at the texts themselves, as well as 
the observer comments I had jotted down in the margins of the data set. This 
process yielded 67 first-level, working codes for the students and 15 for the 
classroom teacher. I then mined the data again using Atlas.ti to construct an 
organized, condensed framework. This resulted in second-level coding where 
grouped data was placed into smaller sets of recurrent themes (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). From these codes, I identified a set of robust, focused codes, 
the most frequent and prominent topics which emerged from analysis of the data. 
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This included 15 student- and 10 teacher-focused codes. In order to consider the 
themes robust, I determined that the student-focused codes had to have a 
minimum of 10 quotes per theme and the teacher-focused codes needed at least 20 
quotes per theme. This is because there was a drop off after 10 and 20 quotes, 
respectively, which signaled that these quotes represented the most robust themes. 
Once I was able to identify these themes, I began to gain a better understanding of 
the community, school, and classroom context, including the ways in which this 
group of students wrote and talked about race in the English classroom. 
Just as I have reservations about separating the analytical process from the 
findings, I, like others, have concerns about separating the focused codes from the 
data because it may be illogical and artificial (Paris, 2008). But, I offer the codes 
here for a few reasons. First, I want to highlight the analytical process I engaged 
in while analyzing the data. Further, I hope that the codes give insight into my 
findings and what is to come in later chapters. Explanations of how and why I 
analyzed the data the way I did will not cease in my findings chapters. I simply 
offer the student- and teacher-focused codes to show the most robust, focused 
codes that emerged from this study in order of prominence.   
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Table 3 
Focused Codes Applied to All Student Data 
 
Maintaining and asserting race, culture, and identity  
Awareness of social issues 
Sympathy towards other races 
Negotiating and shifting identity  
Distancing from race and /or ethnicity  
Embracing progressive social concerns  
Embracing cultural awareness 
Embracing critical discourse 
Using humor to navigate race 
Maintaining power structures 
Dominant culture as normal  
Expressed implicit or explicit racism 
Racism as a past, not present, issue 
Embracing conservative social concerns 
Racism as past and present issue 
 
Table 4 
Focused Codes Applied to All Teacher Data 
 
Encouraging diverse perspectives and languages  
Emphasizing traditional curriculum 
Implementing critical curriculum  
Counter-stories 
Concerns over exterior constraints  
Initiating race-centered dialogue 
Changes to curriculum  
Avoiding critical curriculum  
Shifting personal philosophies  
Deemphasizing diverse perspectives 
 
Validity and positionality. 
In qualitative research, there must be an element of trustworthiness 
between the researcher and reader, or the assurance that the researcher collected 
the data as ethically as possible (Carlson, 2010). Trustworthiness emerges when a 
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researcher engages in a variety of extensive and comprehensive techniques to 
ensure that the research process was appropriate. I attempted to establish and 
maintain trustworthiness in this study in a number of ways. First, I tried to be 
thorough in my note taking and rich in my description while also triangulating the 
data and member checking with participants (Carlson, 2010). To accomplish these 
strategies, I scrupulously took notes and carefully documented all components 
and stages of the study. I kept detailed and confidential records of journal entries, 
field notes, drafts of calendars, and other curriculum materials and audio taped 
and transcribed all interviews. By immersing myself deeply in the classroom 
culture, I was able to collect detailed descriptions of the teacher, students, 
political and social climate in the district and state, and the classroom context. 
Having these documents allowed me to use my emic perspective of the classroom 
culture and to also step back and pour through the data I collected to offer an etic 
account of what transpired. I made certain to member check with participants 
throughout the research process by immediately talking with participants after our 
conversations and asking them for clarification. I also chatted with them after 
themes began to emerge in my analysis and asked them to verify the accuracy and 
plausibility of their statements. With many of the participants, I engaged in 
member checking on a case-by-case basis through informal conversations, 
interviews, surveys, or email. Triangulation of data helped validate my analysis.   
Another element of trustworthiness in a study is the researcher’s ability to 
be reflexive and honest about biases, subjectivities, and assumptions (Carlson, 
2010; Peshkin, 1988). As a researcher, I recognize that my positionality is 
  101 
complex and that my biases cannot totally be separated from this work, 
particularly because I helped co-design and co-implement the very work I have 
attempted to analyze. At times I found myself in a quandary because I had to 
observe the students, their interactions, and language, while also seeing to it that I 
was engaging students in the curriculum and meeting the expectations and 
supporting the needs of the classroom teacher. In effect, I was an observer but a 
participant. I was a student of all that took place, but I was also a teacher. I was an 
acquaintance, friend, and mentor to the students but also held a position of power 
as I helped design and deliver the curriculum. I was and always will be a 
researcher influenced by my subjectivities, political interests, and personal 
philosophies, and I had to make decisions about what I was able and willing to 
sacrifice with the curriculum and what I was not. Because of my positions in the 
classroom, I had to remind students that I was not there to judge the quality of 
their writing, nor was I in charge of arbitrating grades, absences, or tardies. I also 
had ethical obligations to a number of stakeholders that I had to consider. 
However, instead of looking at my positionality as a limitation of the study, I 
believe it was an opportunity to immerse myself fully in the complex dynamics of 
a high school classroom. Instead of viewing the numerous roles I took on as an 
impediment, I saw these positions as additional windows into the nuanced 
thinking I desired most from this study. The positions required of me in this study 
forced me to be introspective, thoughtful, and maintain a strong sense of ethical 
awareness with regards to the study, the teacher, and the students when collecting 
and analyzing the data. Each role I took on added to the intricacies of this study. I 
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believe that this unique approach to research supported rich interpretations of the 
data because I had greater access to the participants, research site, and data. This 
allowed me to interrogate my work with more depth than I might have otherwise 
been able to do.   
Changing Expectations  
In August of 2010, I entered Cactus Ridge High School with expectations 
about how this study would materialize. I thought I knew what to expect from the 
literature since I had been reading it since my early days as an undergraduate pre-
service English teacher. Furthermore, I have been thinking deeply about the ways 
in which race operates in high school classrooms since I first became an English 
teacher in 2004. I assumed from my personal experiences as a classroom teacher, 
from my pilot study at Cactus Ridge, and from prior research studies that the 
White students in the study would express feelings of superiority and normalcy 
about their whiteness. I also expected them to harbor colorblind or colormute 
attitudes towards race (for example, see Bonilla-Silva, 2009; Frankenberg, 1993; 
Lewis, 2001; McIntyre, 1997; Pollock, 2004a; Schofield, 2009; Shearer, 2002; 
Wise, 2005). I anticipated that many of the students of color in the study might 
grapple with issues of conformity, dissonance, or self- or group-depreciation 
because of internalized racial stereotypes and negative societal images (West, 
1993; for example, see Atkinson, Morten, & Sue, 1989; Camangian, 2009; Fanon, 
1967; Freire, 2007; Helms, 1993, 1995). Generally, this is what my previous 
teaching experiences had uncovered and what much of our literature on race in 
education has shown. But it became clear to me within the first several weeks of 
  103 
this study that what was happening in Room 183 operated far differently and 
challenged more of my expectations and assumptions than I ever imagined. Every 
day I walked out the doors of Cactus Ridge High School and into the desert air, I 
was surprised by what had transpired in class that day. There were times that I felt 
encouraged and inspired by the lessons and the ways students were talking and 
writing about race. Other days I questioned whether racial awareness would be 
possible with looming state, city, and district powers that were and continue to be 
resistant to the inclusion of race and ethnicity in classrooms. As the days unfolded 
and relationships evolved, I was compelled and fascinated by what took place in 
Room 183, as you will see… 
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Chapter 4 
Initiating and Sustaining a Race-Conscious Curriculum in the  
English Language Arts Classroom  
When I began this study, I originally intended to explore the ways students 
write and talk about race in the English language arts classroom. But I discovered 
early on that students’ discourse about race was mediated and to a degree 
constructed by the classroom teacher, and to ignore the teacher would be 
analogous to seeing half of a detailed, complex painting. Before revealing in 
Chapter 5 how students wrote and spoke about race and responded to the race-
conscious curriculum, this chapter will serve as an introduction intended to 
explore the role a teacher and her curriculum plays in how explicitly or implicitly 
students engage in everyday language, school talk, and school writing about race 
and racial identity in the English classroom. Ultimately, the teacher and, 
consequently, students’ reactions to her pedagogical and curricular decisions 
provide insight into discourse on race in literacy classrooms, and how this might 
reflect the school, community, and larger social context of racial and ethnic 
difference, division, and unity.  
 Over the next few pages, I hope to demonstrate that teachers, and the 
choices they make, matter in the classroom. However, this chapter is not intended 
to advocate, promote, or even indict any of Ms. Montañez’s curricular or 
instructional decisions. Rather, I will illuminate some of the inner workings and 
details of the curriculum itself and how it played out in the space of the 
classroom. I will also proffer that a teacher’s approach to the English language 
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arts curriculum has an influence on students’ reactions to the activities and events 
that take place in the classroom. This chapter also discusses how teachers are 
often constrained or liberated by external forces because those forces often place 
spoken and unspoken pressures on teachers to act in particular ways, to teach 
specific curricula, or to obscure personal philosophies or preferences in favor of 
dominant or mainstream stances. Finally, this chapter will call upon Mikhail 
Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of dialogism to address the ways in which teachers’ 
voices are loci that echo the concerns of a school, its community, and the larger 
social context of race in English language arts classrooms.  
Through an in depth analysis of conversations and interviews with the 
teacher, as well as the activities that took place in the classroom, three primary 
themes prevailed. First, Ms. Montañez used a number of tactical maneuvers 
including scaffolding, curricular spins, rhetorical devices, and counter-tales to 
build a classroom where critical discourse was encouraged and diverse voices 
were honored. Ultimately though, Ms. Montañez’s educational philosophies and 
the activities that occurred in the classroom were molded by external forces, such 
as conservative political and educational policy, district mandates, parental 
demands, and school budget cuts. These external pressures placed Ms. Montañez 
in a difficult position that occasionally served to reify traditional English language 
arts curriculum and obscure the critical goals of the curriculum, as well as her 
personal philosophies about the purpose of education. Above all, despite real 
challenges, the classroom teacher used innovative pedagogical strategies to draw 
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attention to marginalized racial and ethnic groups and invited a range of social 
issues into the discourse of the English language arts classroom.  
The 2010-2011 school year in Ms. Montañez’s 11th-grade English classes 
began with a discussion of the syllabus and the course expectations. She 
emphasized the most important class rule to students: respect. Ms. Montañez then 
immediately moved into a discussion with students about the course theme she 
would draw on throughout the year. The theme was What It Means To Be An 
American (WIMBTAA). She implemented this theme to encourage students to 
“think about what it means to be an American and to consider whose voices are 
heard and whose are not heard.” Students then took part in a series of lessons 
during the first few days of school year where they considered cultural plurality in 
the United States and what defines an “American.” Students constructed visual 
representations of a specific “American” perspective with their peers. The 
students then examined the 2010 U.S. Census to discuss how “race” and 
“ethnicity” can be defined and read and engaged in discussions on a set of articles 
describing hyphenated ethnic identities.  
After introducing students to the course theme, the teacher took the 
students through a sequence of literature units including Puritanism, rationalism, 
and transcendentalism and romanticism in the fall semester and realism, 
regionalism, and modernism in the spring semester. In these units, she asked 
students to read a variety of works from the textbook and to respond in writing to 
the themes and literary devices found in the literature. Ms. Montañez also 
engaged students in a number of writing activities beyond the literature units. For 
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instance, she began the year by teaching students how to compose a paragraph, 
how to compose and connect multiple paragraphs, and later moved into how to 
write a research essay in the springtime.  
The race-conscious curriculum, which I co-designed and co-taught with 
Ms. Montañez, coincided with the realism literature unit early in the spring 
semester. The realism unit included Civil War short stories and slave narratives. 
The activities as part of the race-conscious curriculum at this point included the 
silent discussion on race, immigration, and social equity and the fictional 
monologue from the perspective of a person of a different race. Once the realism 
unit concluded, the students began the research paper unit, which included the 
essay on one’s racial or ethnic heritage. Interspersed throughout these activities 
was a set of multimedia video clips and discussions on race, as well as bellwork 
writing prompts where students wrote in their writers notebooks about race, 
ethnicity, and identity.   
Ms. Montañez made final decisions on all lessons during the race-
conscious curriculum. I made suggestions, drafted lessons, and shared resources, 
but, as I will describe in detail in this chapter, personal choices and external 
pressures dictated that I frequently had to acquiesce to the teacher and her 
decisions about the curriculum. Some of my suggestions and goals as a researcher 
were taken into consideration while others were not considered or were altered 
prior to the teaching of the lesson. Ms. Montañez also made all decisions 
regarding the literature selections. Ultimately, she chose to connect the unit on 
slave narratives with the race-conscious curriculum. While it was the most 
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appropriate literature unit to embed activities about race and racism, as opposed to 
the other units she taught during the year on, for instance, Puritanism, rationalism, 
and transcendentalism, I had reservations about not including more modern 
literature on race and racism into the curriculum. Ms. Montañez gave me 
significantly more curricular control over the ideas for the writing and discussion 
lessons during the race-conscious curriculum. The silent discussion, fictional 
monologue, and research paper on race and ethnicity were ideas that I developed 
in large part and the teacher revised and invited into the classroom. Ms. Montañez 
and I did collaborate equally on the order and presentation of lessons. We both 
tried to co-teach each lesson in a way that was informative, interactive, useful 
within and beyond the course, and grounded in students’ needs. Because I was 
deeply involved in the successes and challenges we faced in this study, I have 
chosen not to separate my findings from my analysis. As such, the findings that 
follow in this chapter, specifically the three primary themes that emerged, will 
address the range of curricular and instructional decisions in depth during the fall 
semester and spring semester with a focus on the race-conscious curriculum that 
took place during the third quarter. 
Using Scaffolding, Curricular Spins, Rhetorical Devices, and Counter-Tales 
to Build a Socially Just Classroom  
The first theme that emerged from an analysis of the teacher and her 
practices was that she enacted a series of curricular and pedagogical moves 
throughout the school year to engage students in critical curriculum. Ms. 
Montañez’s goal with the WIMTBAA theme was to challenge students’ points of 
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view and urge them to empathize with different perspectives beyond their own, 
particularly as they studied American literature. In doing so, she tried to break 
down interpersonal and cultural barriers by fostering a socially just classroom 
space. A socially just classroom can be defined as a classroom environment 
where students are encouraged to engage in critical conversations, value diverse 
and marginalized perspectives, and examine power structures and social 
inequities. In socially just classrooms, the goal is not to simply build a “safe” 
space where students feel comfortable to open up to one another. When 
classrooms are simply “safe,” teachers may not feel compelled to talk about 
difficult subjects like race for fear of making students uncomfortable or causing a 
conflict with students or their parents who may disapprove of the subject matter. 
Rather, a socially just classroom is a space where respect and open discussions are 
fostered but not at the expense of critical discussion. In socially just classrooms, 
repeating politically correct mantras, glossing over difficult topics, and 
acquiescing to all students’ and parents’ wishes do not supersede the critical 
dialogue needed to build equitable schools and societies. Furthermore, the goal in 
a socially just classroom is not to simply ask students to pontificate on critical 
theory or the meaning of “justice”; instead, it is about finding useful ways to bring 
culturally relevant, race-conscious, and transformative practices into the 
classroom. In the English language arts classroom, socially just spaces can be 
constructed through careful consideration of curriculum and instruction, including 
the selected authors and literary works, the larger curricular themes, the genres, 
processes, and models of writing, digital modes of literacy, and the content and 
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format of classroom interactions. Although there were a number of hindrances to 
building a socially just English language arts classroom, Ms. Montañez was 
generally effective in constructing a socially just space because of the pedagogical 
moves she made, which included scaffolding of critical curriculum, spins on the 
traditional 11
th
 -grade English curriculum to make the curriculum relevant and 
critical, verbal tactics, and counter-tales. 
Scaffolding.  
Ms. Montañez attempted to foster a socially just English classroom in a 
variety of ways. Because she was one of the newer English teachers in the 
department and because there is a shifting and growing student body at Cactus 
Ridge, Ms. Montañez’s course preparations changed from year to year. She taught 
9
th-
, 10
th-
 and 11
th
-grade English during her four years at Cactus Ridge. While this 
meant that she had to plan new curriculum each year, this enabled her to 
experiment with her curricular and instructional approaches. It also meant that she 
had taught several of the study’s participants before, which set up a rapport and a 
level of respect and understanding between the teacher and students. Ms. 
Montañez tapped into these pre-established relationships early on in the school 
year by beginning with the WIMBTAA theme, by teaching a lesson on the U.S. 
Census and race and ethnicity, and by bringing in articles and fostering class 
discussions on hyphenated ethnic identities. This produced a classroom 
environment that welcomed conversations about race, ethnicity, and diversity. By 
bringing race explicitly into the classroom early in the school year, students came 
to expect to take part in critical discussions and activities. Ms. Montañez 
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immersed students in curriculum focused on race heavily during the first few 
lessons, dabbled in critical dialogue throughout the fall semester by connecting 
social issues to literature traditionally taught in 11
th
-grade English classrooms, 
and implemented the race-conscious curriculum with my support during the 
spring semester. This established a gradual and collective movement towards a 
race-conscious, socially just classroom space. Rather than asking students to 
begin the year with race-conscious literacy activities such as the research paper, 
fictional monologue, and silent discussion, students were able to write and talk 
first about what race and ethnicity mean, why people do and do not hyphenate 
their ethnic identities, and how race and ethnicity are related to the self before 
delving into the curriculum. Students were exposed to critical activities in 
segments, building up to the race-conscious curriculum in the spring semester, 
instead of being asked to fully engage with the curriculum at the beginning of the 
school year. As you will see in the following chapter, Ms. Montañez’s scaffolding 
constructed an atmosphere where students were largely open to discussions about 
race and ethnicity.  
Curricular spins. 
Another way in which Ms. Montañez fostered a socially just classroom 
was to spin the traditional 11
th
-grade English language arts curriculum to make it 
more critical and relevant for students. Through the WIMTBAA theme, students 
took part in a series of activities that fostered critical dialogue. During the first 
few days of class, students took part in structured discussions about the 2010 U.S. 
Census. They even viewed a copy of the official census as a class. The students 
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talked as a class about how “race” and “ethnicity” are defined socially and 
institutionally. Ms. Montañez also asked students to read articles as a class on 
hyphenating ethnic identities by Miklós Vámos, Daneen G. Peterson, Keith B. 
Richburg, Edward L. Hudgins, and Vivian Fel. These articles covered a range of 
perspectives, both for and against hyphenating one’s ethnic identity. Ms.  
Montañez asked students to discuss the merits and accuracies of the articles and 
the authors’ assertions. Drawing on the WIMTBAA theme, Ms. Montañez also 
invited students to create “perspectives collages” where students were placed into 
groups and asked to create a collage using magazines clippings to visually 
represent the point of view of a particular individual or group in the United States. 
Students chose to design collages of immigrants, housewives, soldiers, athletes, 
movie stars, students, models, and drug addicts. By grounding the 11
th
-grade 
American literature curriculum in the WIMTBAA theme, Ms. Montañez was able 
to craft activities that welcomed diverse viewpoints and encouraged students early 
in the year to examine social constructs like race and ethnicity.  
The teacher also connected traditional English language arts curriculum 
with modern social issues through bellwork writing assignments. Perhaps the 
strongest example of this was the transcendentalism literature unit, which 
included authors such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. In this 
unit, Ms. Montañez asked students to write in their notebooks about and discuss 
questions such as the following: What does it mean to conform? In what ways do 
you conform to the ways of society? In what ways do we all conform? What are 
negatives and positives to conforming? She also asked students to connect the 
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essay “Civil Disobedience” by Thoreau with modern activists Gandhi and Martin 
Luther King, Jr. She asked students, “If MLK or Gandhi were alive, what would 
they practice civil disobedience against?” This led to a structured discussion 
where students conversed about the most pressing civil rights issues facing our 
country, including immigration, racial equity, and gay rights. Ms. Montañez also 
turned the traditional 11
th
-grade American literature curriculum by asking 
students to connect the slave narrative unit with modern forms of slavery and 
injustice. She asked: 
Why do we read what we read? Why do we read slave narratives? There 
has to be a reason or I wouldn’t waste your time. What relevancy does this 
have to our lives? We are all still experiencing slavery in different forms. 
Who is still enslaved? How are we all enslaved? 
Ms. Montañez also introduced the slave narrative unit with an HBO Brave New 
Voices video clip “Change” by B. Yung. This video depicts a young Black 
spoken poet who explores the ways in which many Blacks and other people of 
color are still enslaved by racism, intolerance, self-hatred, and the acceptance of 
self-fulfilling prophecies. While the school year was heavily focused on literary 
time periods and canonical textbook literature, Ms. Montañez moved beyond the 
traditional 11
th
-grade English language arts curriculum by asking students to 
connect literature with pressing social issues like social justice, civil rights, and 
slavery through writing prompts and structured discussions.   
Another way in which Ms. Montañez built a socially just classroom was to 
offer students flexibility by allowing them to engage with the curriculum when 
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they were ready and to the degree they were most comfortable. This was 
particularly true during the research paper unit on one’s racial or ethnic heritage. 
If the curriculum did not meet a student’s needs, if he or she was unprepared or 
unwilling to talk about their racial or ethnic heritage, or if he or she struggled to 
find reliable information about their family, Ms. Montañez would sit and talk with 
them to help them re-craft the prompt or to help them shift their expectations for 
the project. Although only a few students expressed concerns about uncovering 
painful information about their family history or had anxieties related to the 
research paper prompt, Ms. Montañez emphasized to students that they had 
options and that they did not have to write about their racial and ethnic heritage if 
they were struggling with the research process or had concerns about what their 
research might reveal. For example, she told students they could write about one 
part of their heritage, multiple parts of their heritage, their last name and its 
origins, or even the geographic area their ancestors came from. She related that 
they could even write about another racial or ethnic group they were interested in, 
but that it must be “deeply connected” to their personal life and it must be “a 
special, unique experience” for them. As she would often tell students, “Make it 
special and make it unique. Make it you!” She suggested new “avenues,” as she 
called them, to students to help them make the race-conscious curriculum work 
for them. In one conversation with the class, she told students:  
We talked about the difference between race and ethnicity. Remember that 
ethnicity is the group you identify with. So, if your stepdad is Mexican 
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American and that’s all you’ve ever known, then research that. That’s 
perfectly fine! Write about that! 
Although Ms. Montañez’s flexibility with the curriculum had its drawbacks, 
which I will describe later in the chapter, by giving students the time and space to 
craft a research paper prompt that supported students’ concerns, she helped to 
connect students with the curriculum and to personalize the race-conscious 
activities to meet students’ needs.  
Rhetorical devices.  
Ms. Montañez also used several verbal strategies and tactics to negotiate 
difficult conversations and to help foster a socially just classroom. There were 
several strategies and tactics she employed during the course of the study, 
including embracing critical issues, challenging and encouraging students through 
verbal cues, using her native language, and sharing counter-tales and alternative 
points of view to bring diverse perspectives into the classroom. Through precise, 
conscious, and critical language, Ms. Montañez was able to cultivate a classroom 
space focused on transformative literacy practices.  
Ms. Montañez used verbal tactics by only occasionally skirting critical 
issues and generally embracing the opportunity to bring discussions about race 
into the classroom. During a brief lecture as part of the realism unit, the teacher 
confronted the realities of slavery and the American Civil War. She told the 
students, “600,000 people died in 4 years! This war is real; it’s gruesome; it’s 
horrifying – it’s NOT something you can fictionalize.” Instead of detaching the 
literature from its historical context, as often happens in classrooms where critical 
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perspectives are not valued, Ms. Montañez stressed the impact slavery has had on 
our nation. She then asked students to consider how certain Americans are still 
enslaved and the degree to which they are enslaved. Ms. Montañez also showed a 
video clip during the realism unit, which discussed the removal of the N-word 
from a new version of Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Rather 
than ignoring the issue, which she could have easily done, the teacher brought a 
discussion of the N-word to the forefront of students’ minds by showing the video 
clip to her students and asking them to consider why it might or might not be 
useful to remove the N-word from the text. She went on to explain to students 
how the use and power of the N-word has changed throughout the years and how 
it will continue to shift over time. Although it would have been easy to gloss over 
the social and historical contexts of the literature units, Ms. Montañez explicitly 
confronted issues like racism and pejorative language with students.  
Another way in which Ms. Montañez worked to build a socially just 
classroom was to challenge and encourage students through verbal cues. She often 
showed support for students by nodding her head and affirming their words. For 
instance, she would frequently say, “I LIKE where your head is at!,” “I like where 
you’re going with that!,” and “I LOVE getting to know more about you guys! 
Now tell me more!” During the transcendentalism unit in the fall, for instance, 
Ms. Montañez asked students to respond to a prompt by writing down a list of 
injustices in our country. When Johnny, a White male student, looked up and said, 
“I can’t think of any injustices, Ms. M.” She responded by expressing her concern 
that the student could not think of any critical social issues. She said, “That’s 
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troubling! There are so many, Johnny. Just think about it. Think about the world 
around you…” In the silent discussion activity during the spring semester where 
students wrote responses to critical prompts on large sheets of paper, Max, a 
White male student said aloud to his peers, “We can’t just act like it [slavery] 
didn’t happen. We have to make sure it doesn’t happen again.” Ms. Montañez 
walked over and pressed him further, “And is it happening again?” Max replied, 
“Yes!” She said, “Exactly!” When Maria, a White female, overheard the 
conversation, she said, “It wasn’t really that long ago. 120 years ago wasn’t that 
long ago. But, so much has changed.” Ms. Montañez replied to Maria by 
questioning whether our nation has really changed. She said, “Has it, Maria? 
What has changed?” Later in the silent discussion, another White female, Kelly, 
said to her peers, “People either love or hate Obama. Some people voted against 
him because he’s Black. Some people for him because he’s Black. I guarantee 
half the people that voted for him did it because he’s Black.” Ms. Montañez 
encouraged Kelly to think about her words and to consider the continued impact 
of race and racism on society, “So could another civil war happen because of 
race?” Kelly said, “Yes!”  
In the structured discussion on the removal of the N-word in The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Ms. Montañez pushed students to consider the 
power of the N-word. A White female student, Brianna, claimed that the N-word 
is simply a part of history, “That was the way society was. Maybe we’re ashamed, 
but it was the way people spoke.” Ray, a White male, responded, “Yeah… people 
are a little too sensitive.” Perry, another White male, said, “It’s JUST good ole 
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Americana.” Brianna said, “Yeah… it’s JUST a word. People should get over it!” 
Ms. Montañez then pushed the students by saying, “Is it really just a word?? 
Think about it….” During the realism unit in the spring, the teacher asked students 
to consider the dual prejudices of racism and sexism women of color often face. 
In response to a slave narrative by Harriet Jacobs titled “Incidents in the Life of a 
Slave Girl,” Ms. Montañez asked students to consider the complex forms of 
discrimination female slaves faced:  
Teacher: “Why might Jacobs say it was harder to be a female slave instead 
of a male slave?”  
Karen, a White female: “She was Black AND a woman, so she was 
discriminated against even more.”  
Sherry, a White female: “Black women were forced to work, hard labor 
that White women weren’t expected to do.”  
Teacher: “Right! It was a double whammy to be Black and a woman!”  
By both affirming and pressing students to think about race and racism, Ms. 
Montañez was able to take steps towards a socially just classroom.  
Part of Ms. Montañez’s verbal cues also included the ways she used 
language to cultivate an atmosphere that welcomed progress, change, and justice. 
In one particular instance, students were asked to get out their textbooks. But, 
there were not enough books to go around. Students grumbled to one another over 
the lack of books. She then looked up at a sign on her wall from a state education 
rally. Ms. Montañez pointed to it and said to the students, “Hey! I protested! It’s 
what we have to do.” During the transcendentalism unit, the teacher related Ralph 
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Waldo Emerson’s description of conformity to complacency. As she was 
explaining how Emerson viewed conformity, she asserted, “There needs to be 
change and progress. Conformity is to compromise what you believe to go with 
the majority, and that’s never ideal. We have to be bold!” During a multimedia 
activity that introduced students’ third quarter outside observation assignment 
(students were asked to complete one major outside assignment each quarter), Ms. 
Montañez showed students a clip of a homeless man with a “golden voice” who 
had been discovered on the street and brought out of poverty. She told the 
students after they watched a clip of the man, “We can be miracle workers. We 
can stop and help homeless people. The power lies in US!” Ms. Montañez crafted 
a classroom that empowered students to work for change by using words and 
phrases that encouraged social activism.   
Ms. Montañez also used discourse to establish an environment that 
welcomed linguistic diversity. Although the state where this study took place is an 
“English-only” state, meaning schools and teachers are required to privilege the 
English language over other languages in the classroom, the teacher made 
Spanish, her home language, an integral part of classroom discussions and 
activities. She encouraged students to bring their home language into the 
classroom too. In fact, before I walked into the classroom on the first day of class, 
I observed Ms. Montañez code switching, speaking both Spanish and English, 
with a Mexican American student named Aya in the hallway. The student was not 
currently enrolled in Ms. Montañez’s English class but wanted to join because she 
connected well with the teacher, so she told Aya what she would need to do to 
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register for the class. Throughout the school year, the teacher spoke Spanish with 
her students, whether they were familiar with the language or not. For instance, 
she would regularly switch between Spanish and English when giving directions 
to students, when telling a personal story about her childhood or her husband who 
was born in Mexico, or when emoting about a humorous or frustrating situation. 
She spoke enthusiastically in Spanish with Marta, a Mexican American student, 
about her own wedding which took place in the fall. Ms. Montañez also 
frequently sat down with Gisela, another Mexican American student, to swap 
stories about Mexican folklórico, music, and marriage customs during the 
research paper unit portion of the race-conscious curriculum. She also held 
conversations in Spanish with Perry, a White male student she playfully called 
“Pedro,” because he was “really interested in Spanish and Mexican culture” and 
was in his third year of Spanish at Cactus Ridge. The teacher even played Spanish 
and Mexican music from time to time on an iPod while students took part in 
writing workshops. Ms. Montañez pushed linguistic and arguably legal 
boundaries by bringing the Spanish language into her conversations with students, 
even though English was supposed to be the only language permitted in the 
classroom.  
Counter-tales. 
Along with her decision to bring the Spanish language into the English 
language arts classroom, Ms. Montañez also offered counter-tales to encourage 
different perspectives and honor diverse voices in the classroom’s official space. 
Counter-tales can be defined as stories that offer insight into the cultural practices 
  121 
of a person or people of color, challenge deficit views of a particular racial or 
ethnic group, and offer an anecdote or story that diverges from dominant tales told 
from mainstream or White viewpoints (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Ms. Montañez 
frequently told personal stories from her childhood and teenage years where she 
described what it was like to grow up on the Mexican-American border and to 
make frequent trips to Mexico. She also shared stories about her husband, who 
was raised on the Mexican side of the Mexican-American border. Ms. Montañez 
shared the details of her wedding with the class, which took place in Mexico. 
Gisela asked Ms. Montañez about the wedding, “Was it in Mexico?” She replied, 
“Yeah….” Gisela said, “Like inside or outside?” Ms. Montañez said, “Inside….” 
She then went on to show the class a slideshow of pictures from her wedding and 
to talk to students about the traditional Mexican elements of the wedding, 
including the large size of the wedding, the formal ceremony held in Spanish, and 
the Mexican band that played during the reception. One day when Aya was 
reading a Spanish-English dictionary during class, Ms. Montañez said to her, “I 
used to read the dictionary when I was little…” Brianna chimed in, “Oh… that’s 
so cute!” The teacher replied, “Well… I didn’t speak English when I was little, so 
I had to learn the language. I would write down cool words and share them with 
my grandpa.” On another occasion, she told the class about her husband, who she 
knew throughout her childhood, and the efforts he put forth every day to cross the 
Mexican-American border to go to school in the United States. Perry then began 
to speak Spanish to Ms. Montañez, and a full class conversation ensued about 
what it was like to navigate the border growing up:   
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Teacher: “Oh! I grew up near Ciudad Fronteriza [a border town]. Right at 
the Mexico border. See the border looks like this (drawing the border on 
the white board)….”  
Perry: “So were you born in the U.S.?”  
Teacher: “Yep! But, my husband had to cross the border every day to go 
to high school!”  
Ray: “Was that, like, legal?”  
Teacher, laughing: “Yes! He had dual citizenship.”  
The class: “OHHH!!”  
Perry: “That’s a lot of work! Did he have to go through U.S. Customs 
every day?” 
Teacher: “Yes, he did. It would sometimes take an hour just to get to 
school…. I actually had an open campus during high school and I’d cross 
the border just to get some tacos and come back [smiling].”  
The class laughed together at the thought of crossing the border to get tacos. Ms. 
Montañez also frequently told stories about her family. During the race-conscious 
curriculum, the students read a short vignette called “My Name” from Sandra 
Cisneros’s House on Mango Street. The vignette discusses the power and history 
embedded in a name and one girl’s discovery of her Hispanic culture through her 
name. As she introduced the piece to the class, Ms. Montañez said, “House on 
Mango Street is one of my favorite books of all time. It’s the story of my life!” 
She continued, referencing the vignette, “Have you guys ever heard old ranchera 
music? I’ll play some for you all some time!” As the story carried on, she stopped 
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to tell the class how the women in her family are “famous tortilla makers” who 
made the tortilla “a mano,” by hand. The teacher also talked with the class 
frequently about her grandfather who had experienced severe racial prejudice and 
discrimination as a Latino in the United States. One day during the research paper 
unit on one’s racial or ethnic heritage, she said:  
You could ask the people you interview as a source for the paper if 
they’ve experienced discrimination or prejudice. My grandfather faced 
discrimination. Not that long ago, there were signs in stores that said “NO 
MEXICANS” and he couldn’t enter. We need to ask the people we 
interview these kinds of questions. 
By offering counter-tales from her life and from the lives of family members, Ms. 
Montañez crafted a socially just classroom space where students were encouraged 
to share their cultural stories with one another and where voices from outside the 
dominant narrative were welcomed.  
Likewise, Ms. Montañez also offered alternative histories and viewpoints 
beyond her own personal culture and heritage. She frequently presented students 
with a critical, “people’s history” of historical events to both align with and 
challenge the material presented in the textbook. For instance, when she 
introduced the third quarter journal observation assignment, Ms. Montañez went 
over the assignment sheet and read a number of student samples aloud to model 
how they might craft their reflections. One of the reflections she shared with the 
class was from a former student who wrote about his history textbook, which he 
believed contrasted to the “real” history of Native Americans and the “sacrifices 
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and price” they have paid and continue to pay for freedom. During the realism 
unit, Ms. Montañez discussed westward movement with the class. She explained 
the Indian Removal Act to students. She prefaced her story by saying, “You may 
know about the Civil War, but you may not know about this sad story. This is 
important. You need to know this....” During the race-conscious curriculum when 
students wrote fictional monologues, she shared some of her “favorite” lines 
aloud with the class by placing them under a document camera. Many of the lines 
she shared came from monologues about people of color and the identity loss and 
degradation many people of color experience at the hands of Whites. She also 
read a line from a student’s monologue. The piece described a gay man’s search 
for love in a world where homosexuality is not always accepted. She read, “’Why 
would I ever limit myself to 50% of the population?’ That’s pretty incredible 
stuff….” At the end of the race-conscious curriculum, students turned in their 
final research essays on their racial or ethnic identities. As a class, we celebrated 
together. To encourage students to share their family history or culture, Ms. 
Montañez gave students extra credit for sharing a personal artifact, story, or 
excerpt from their essay. By talking openly about alternative histories in the 
English classroom and by encouraging students to do the same, Ms. Montañez 
encouraged students to move beyond the literature units presented in the textbook 
to see a perspective beyond their own or to see one’s cultural identity presented, 
perhaps for the first time, in the official space of the classroom.   
Socially just classroom spaces can be placed at the center of teachers’ 
classrooms. This environment may materialize through the pedagogical, 
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instructional, and organizational decisions teachers make in the classroom. 
Degrees of social justice are attainable, particularly in the English language arts 
classroom where teachers can deliberately choose actions, words, and literacy 
activities that encourage social-consciousness broadly and race-consciousness 
specifically. For Ms. Montañez, scaffolding of the curriculum, flexibility with the 
research paper prompt, and spinning the traditional 11
th
-grade American literature 
curriculum to relate to critical issues and to students fostered a socially just 
classroom. Her verbal tactics and strategies like sharing counter-tales and her 
willingness to confront critical issues cultivated a socially just classroom space 
where marginalized voices were brought to the forefront of the English language 
arts curriculum and students were able to take part in reading and writing 
activities devoted to social consciousness.   
“I’ve Just Become Jaded With the Whole System”: The Impact of External 
Pressures on Race-Conscious Curriculum in the English Classroom 
The portrait offered of Ms. Montañez’s socially just classroom is more 
complicated and nuanced, however, than it may first appear. Despite Ms. 
Montañez’s push for a socially just English classroom, external pressures played a 
role in how race was (and was not) brought into the classroom. The teacher 
frequently expressed her concerns to me, to colleagues, and, on occasion, to 
students about tenure, job security, parental pressures, and state and district 
budget cuts.  These “overwhelming” external constraints resulted in, what Ms. 
Montañez called, “shifts in personal philosophy” that caused her to become 
“jaded with the whole system.” Ms. Montañez explained in an interview that she 
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started out her teaching career four years ago eager to make a difference in 
students’ lives. She had visions of helping to dismantle the inequalities in schools. 
She said:  
When I first started teaching I wanted to teach at Central High School in 
Desert City. I was really close to signing there. I wanted to work with 
inner-city students and make a change, but I feel like all of that is 
changing. It’s not so much the kids; it’s more the politics of high school 
that have made me become really angry.  
Ms. Montañez said that her autonomy and agency as a teacher has dwindled over 
the years, which caused her to become frustrated with the educational system and 
disinterested in the political process of teaching and schooling. She said she had 
hopes that the situation might turn around but that she was generally disappointed 
with the rights of teachers in the state where the study took place. Ms. Montañez 
said: 
I see signs of life with our new administrator. I like where he’s going with 
it, but I don’t see it with our new state union president. That… I don’t 
know… I’m not entirely happy with what’s going on there, so that’s made 
me be less involved.  
These external forces also forced her to re-think whether a teacher can transform 
students’ attitudes towards equity and have altered her beliefs about the power of 
education. She explained: 
I definitely think that…  my philosophies have changed now. I think with 
everything that’s going on I’ve become more angry, but in a different way. 
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Not in the sense that I want to change something… just angry… My 
desire to get involved in the politics has definitely dwindled. It’s just so 
hard.  
Throughout the school year, Ms. Montañez specifically cited two reasons 
why her philosophies about teaching and schooling have changed: job security 
and tenure, as well as the pressures from authority figures to teach and behave in 
particular ways. On several occasions, Ms. Montañez stated that she was not sure 
if she would “have a job next year” because of district budget cuts. She said that 
she was “having trouble sleeping at night” and was stressed over losing her 
teaching position. In fact, she showed me a system the district had developed to 
determine whether teachers would be hired the following year or not. It was a 
scale where teachers could accrue points for holding certain degrees, teaching at a 
Title I school, teaching at a school with the Advancement Via Individual 
Determination (AVID) program, number of years of experience, participating in 
professional development, and contributing service to the district. The scale was 
out of 160 points and was posted during the spring semester which gave teachers 
little time to accrue additional points beyond what they had already accumulated. 
She said that when she calculated her point total she had less than one-fourth of 
the points possible. Ms. Montañez compared her score with her colleagues and 
discovered that, according to the scale, she was in the second lowest position in 
the English department, behind a teacher that had been hired that year. To her 
chagrin, the district planned to cut two English teachers from the school. As 
instructed by the district, the Cactus Ridge administrators posted the chart in the 
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office for teachers to see where they stood amongst their peers and who they were 
in “competition” with for their position. Ms. Montañez expressed her anxiety that 
even though she was committed to her job, took on an additional class part of the 
way through the school year to help the department, and was generally well-liked 
by students, colleagues, and parents, she may not have a position the following 
year because they were “definitely cutting people” and she was still “one of the 
newer teachers” who ranked near the bottom of the point-scale.  
While Ms. Montañez often maintained an upbeat persona in front of 
students, there were days where her concerns about job security became too much 
to bear and her frustration bubbled over. On one occasion during the research 
paper unit on racial and ethnic heritage, there were issues with a computer lab 
where students were typing up their essays. When we took the students to a 
different computer lab than we had used the days prior, the computers did not 
have the updated version of Microsoft Word. As a result, many students were not 
able to open the drafts of their essays they had composed on a different version of 
the program. I suggested that we could have students go to the Microsoft website 
and download a free converter so they could open their files. Frustrated, she said, 
“I don’t want to do anything to mess up these labs. I don’t have tenure. If I had 
tenure, I’d do whatever. But, I don’t. So, I’m not going to touch them. It’s not 
worth it.” The incident in the computer lab represents the kinds of anxieties and 
fears Ms. Montañez held about job security and her future at Cactus Ridge.  
Ms. Montañez also frequently expressed her concerns about the persistent 
pressures she faced from individuals and organizations in positions of authority 
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within the school system. She claimed that the district and state school systems 
would force teachers out of their positions for being political activists and for 
fighting for teacher and student rights. She also contended that teachers in the 
state were being treated unfairly. Ms. Montañez cited the large class sizes, little 
room to exercise one’s professional voice, lack of job security and tenure, 
constant budget cuts, and excessive amounts of paperwork and red-tape as unjust. 
She said: 
I think the district or state would push a teacher out who was too strong of 
an advocate. I think that’s why we’re in the situation we’re in because not 
a lot of people want to do that. Sometimes I feel like, “Why don’t we do 
something like Wisconsin [protest] and boycott or something?” But, 
nobody wants to do anything. Everybody’s just… I think people have the 
philosophy of like, “Well at least I have a job.” Which is great. We should 
all be thankful we have a job, but we shouldn’t have a job like this where 
we’re being treated this way. Or the mentality of, “If you don’t want to do, 
somebody else will do.” We’re easily replaceable. I think that keeps 
people from wanting to be hardcore activists. 
She said the possibility of being removed from the classroom was especially an 
issue for teachers when talking about topics like race with students, which was 
generally an “off-limits topic” for many teachers, causing many of her colleagues 
to be too fearful to “go there.” Ms. Montañez mentioned job security and parental 
involvement as the primary reasons why teachers are afraid to address race in the 
English language arts classroom. She explained:  
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Teachers are totally afraid of talking about things like race inside the 
classroom. I think it’s always the same thing: job security. They’re afraid 
of getting called out on that. Parents too. Because we know they 
essentially are the ones who rule the school. Parents do. I also think it has 
to do with personality ‘coz John [her colleague] and I go there [talk about 
race]. Not so much in the same ways. John won’t get hardcore into the 
literature, but sometimes the way he does things is a little off-kilter, but I 
think that other teachers are scared to. 
Although Ms. Montañez said that her personal philosophies have changed 
since she began teaching and was at times reticent to broach particular topics in 
the classroom, she was still willing to talk about race. She stated that her openness 
to share counter-tales, spin the traditional English curriculum, and take on a race-
conscious curriculum was because the 11
th
-grade American literature curriculum 
allowed for more freedom than the 10
th
-grade English curriculum where students 
are expected to spend much of the year preparing for the state English test. She 
also said that she tries to take a critical approach with the American literature 
curriculum and address race when she can. She explained: 
I do feel pressure with the sophomores because of the state tests, but with 
the juniors I definitely feel like I have a lot more freedom, especially 
within our department, with what we want to teach. I feel that compared to 
other junior teachers I take a different route than the other teachers take. I 
think it has something to do with the content courses I teach. I feel like I 
want to be more out there with the juniors in my American literature class 
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than I am with my sophomores or freshmen. Last year when I taught 
freshmen and sophomores, everything felt scripted. You’re so guided in 
what you’re supposed to be teaching. 
Despite the less “scripted” 11th-grade classroom, Ms. Montañez still 
believed that there were roadblocks to building a race-conscious classroom. She 
frequently expressed her weariness about the rigorous professional development 
system the district set up for teachers. While she contended that she was glad that 
there were checks and balances in the system to ensure that teachers are effective, 
she said she was concerned that the professional development system was 
“overwhelming” at times and took her “focus away from the students.” She was 
regularly observed by individuals at the district level and explained that as part of 
the observation process she was expected to prepare a lesson, organize and share 
documents related to the lesson’s activities, and write up pre- and post-
descriptions of the lesson. The day before an observation she would impress its 
importance upon students. The students would assure her that they would behave 
well and “not get her in trouble.” Each quarter Ms. Montañez was expected to 
teach a particular genre of writing, assess the writing, and then share the students’ 
writing with the district. These quarterly writing assessments were intended to be 
benchmarks in the English curriculum to ensure that students were on pace with 
their peers and, most of all, teachers were teaching and assessing particular kinds 
of writing. Collectively, the district professional development program 
represented a loss of teaching autonomy and control over the English curriculum 
for Ms. Montañez.  
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After one district-wide meeting during the spring semester, Ms. Montañez 
captured her frustration with the politics of schooling. She explained that she was 
fed up over the loss of power and lack of agency she has experienced as a teacher. 
The tenuous status of her teaching position and the ongoing pressures from 
persons of authority and their professional development requests led Ms. 
Montañez to question her teaching, her personal philosophies, and her 
involvement in the political process of schooling, and, ultimately, the importance 
and potential of critical English curriculum, like the race-conscious curriculum, 
on students. Ms. Montañez expressed her concerns about the role of teachers in 
education and the ongoing external pressures teachers face. She stated:   
I hate meetings like that [inservices run by the district with outside experts 
who come to speak]. It just turns into a bunch of people complaining. You 
know what? I’ve just become so jaded by it all ‘cause we just don’t have 
any control anymore – teachers. 
Allegiance to Traditional English Language Arts Curriculum and Its Role in 
Stifling and Obscuring Critical Work  
The external powers the classroom teacher attended to everyday put her in 
a difficult position, resulting in the occasional stifling of critical curriculum and 
instruction. The persistent strain placed upon Ms. Montañez from multiple outside 
sources manifested through an allegiance to traditional English language arts 
curriculum. Even though Ms. Montañez wanted to “go there” by talking about 
race with students, and frequently did, the pressure of job security, parents, and 
the watchful eye of persons of authority forced her to frequently enact a 
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traditional English language arts curriculum. At the high school level, a traditional 
English language arts curriculum can be described as canonical literature taught 
chronologically with an emphasis on literary response and formulaic writing 
(Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Hillocks, 1995, 2002). This can be 
juxtaposed
10
 to critical curriculum which focuses on power structures, new 
literacies, cultural awareness, identity development, and social transformation 
(Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Freire, 2007; Morrell, 2005; Nieto, 1999, 
2000). Ms. Montañez acknowledged early in our collaboration that she would, at 
least in part, follow the traditional model. On the first day of the school year, she 
told students that they would “have to start the semester by reading works by dead 
White people” because this was part of what students were “expected to learn.” 
To that end, a large portion of the school year was dedicated to traditional English 
language arts curriculum. Ms. Montañez stated several times throughout the year 
that she “loved” literature and that she felt a “duty” and “obligation” based on 
external pressures and the perceived social capital of the canon to teach certain 
pieces of literature to students.  
During the literature units, which constituted the majority of the fall 
semester and part of the spring semester, the students listened to lectures and took 
notes on an American literary period, learned about an author or two from the 
time period, read a literary work representative of the era, answered questions 
about the work, and then completed some sort of study guide. Students watched 
                                                 
10
 Many scholars do not believe that the literary canon and critical literary texts should be seen as 
separate entities. Instead, Morrell (2005), Smitherman (2001), and Duncan-Andrade and Morrell 
(2008), among others, argue that students need to be able to understand, interpret, and produce 
canonical works and language.  
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the film version or a multimedia clip depicting the literary work. The students 
then took a summative assessment where they demonstrated their understanding 
of the literary period, author, and literary work. This curricular pattern continued 
for much of the school year. For instance, early in the fall semester, students read 
The Crucible. During this unit, the students read through each act together, much 
of which was played aloud on a CD. They completed study guide questions on 
their own or with their peers and then moved to the next act in the play the 
following day. Towards the end of the unit, the students watched The Crucible 
movie and worked on the study guide packet alone or with a partner. Lastly, they 
were tested on the play’s plot and literary devices. This blueprint continued 
through the rationalism period, the romantic period, and the realism period 
covering canonical works like Patrick Henry’s “Speech to the Virginia 
Convention,” Washington Irving’s “Rip Van Winkle,” William Cullen Bryant’s 
“Thanatopsis,” Ralph Waldo Emerson’s “Self-Reliance,” and Ambrose Bierce’s 
“An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge.” At the end of the fall semester, the 
students took a final exam. The final consisted of 90 multiple choice questions, 74 
of which were about literature, 13 about writing, specifically addressing the 
content in a paragraph, and three questions about grammar and syntax.  
To some extent, the 11
th
-grade curriculum moved away from the 
traditional model and towards the critical model during the unit on realism which 
began in the spring semester and corresponded to the race-conscious curriculum. 
In this unit, the teacher drew upon the themes embedded in the literature to 
discuss race, gender, slavery, language, and linguistic diversity with the students. 
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Although the instructional methods in part followed the pattern used to teach 
literature during the fall semester, she was able to ask more critical questions of 
students in response to the literature. When she taught Frederick Douglass’s “A 
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass,” Kate Chopin’s “The Story of an 
Hour,” and Harriet Jacobs’s, “Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl,” students 
examined dialect in action and talked about the impact of dialect on the way 
people are perceived. The students also wrote about the degree to which society 
has changed since slavery and in what ways gender had an impact on slavery. 
They also considered why high school English students read slave narratives and 
why it is important to continue to discuss race and racism in the classroom (how 
students responded to the curriculum will be described in Chapter 5). The realism 
unit gave Ms. Montañez the opportunity to shift away from traditional curriculum 
and instruction and towards critical questions about power, equity, language, 
history, and culture.   
Regarding the course’s writing curriculum, there was also a focus on 
traditional composition instruction. Ms. Montañez taught a form of paragraph 
writing similar to, as she labeled it, the “Jane Schaffer method.” This method 
produces highly structured paragraphs and essays. Early in the school year, she 
walked students through the process of writing a paragraph by asking them to 
write a topic sentence, a concrete detail, and then two pieces of commentary to 
support those details. The students would repeat these steps, making sure to match 
the ratio of detail to commentary, and then add a closing sentence to the 
paragraph. They were asked to follow this format for every paragraph they wrote 
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in class. The teacher acknowledged that this kind of writing is “formulaic” but 
contended that the pattern was based on the quarterly writing tasks she was 
expected to employ, assess, and share with the district. Ms. Montañez also said 
she taught this formulaic writing style to ensure that her students were prepared to 
take the state writing exam and to prepare them for the challenging writing they 
would do in their senior English class. She believed that the Jane Schaeffer 
method gave students the “training wheels” they need to write and that she hoped 
to take off those wheels later in the year, particularly, as she said, with my 
assistance and expertise during the research paper unit on racial and ethnic 
heritage. 
Altered instructional plans and the presence and power of external 
forces.  
Ultimately, there were many occasions when Ms. Montañez embraced 
race in the classroom, but there were also times when she altered instructional 
plans, which occasionally minimized the curriculum’s critical focus on race. 
During the race-conscious curriculum in the spring semester, Ms. Montañez and I 
would formulate an initial plan a week or more in advance and then consult with 
one another a day before each lesson. We shared ideas with one another, crafted a 
plan, and composed, revised, and copied any resources needed for the lesson. The 
lessons stemmed from the plans we devised over the winter break. A major 
change to the curriculum occurred when we altered the research paper essay 
prompt from three prompts to one prompt. Originally, we planned to have 
students tackle one of three prompts on a range of topics including racial and 
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ethnic heritage, as well as the concepts of “race” and a “post-racial society.” The 
prompts included:  
1. Explore your family's racial and ethnic heritage. Conduct 
intergenerational interviews with two elderly family members in 
order to explore your family’s racial and ethnic history, including 
if or how they came to America, how long they have lived in 
America, and any noteworthy cultural practices.  
2. Explore how the concept of “race” has changed in the United 
States over the last 150 years. Conduct Internet and database 
research to explore how the term “race” has shifted throughout 
U.S. history.  
3. Explore the notion that our country is “post-race,” or the idea that 
we as a nation have moved beyond racial divides. Conduct Internet 
and database research to determine whether this is true or not and 
why. Give evidence to support your assertion.  
However, Ms. Montañez believed that three prompts would make the logistics 
and execution of the unit difficult. She was committed to incorporating a research 
paper into the race-conscious curriculum but felt that the three prompts would 
make it difficult to hone the activities and prepare resources for students. We 
finally settled on asking students to write about the first topic, racial and ethnic 
heritage, because we wanted students to have the opportunity to explore their own 
identity. The final prompt was:  
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Explore your family's racial and/or ethnic heritage. Conduct an 
intergenerational interview with one older (preferably elderly) family 
member to help you explore your family’s racial and/or ethnic history, 
including if or how they came to America, how long they have lived in 
America, and any noteworthy cultural practices. Research historical 
databases (including archives, family trees, or census data) to explore 
your family’s racial and ethnic heritage and to determine whether your 
family’s experiences are similar or dissimilar to other families who 
migrated from the same geographic region. 
Because the students had not written formal research papers before, we hoped that 
the personal elements of the essay would help engage them in the process.  
Although I agreed that too many writing prompts would complicate the 
teaching and research process, I feared that simplifying the prompt might take 
away some of the critical aspects of the curriculum. In short, I was concerned that 
the prompt about racial and ethnic heritage would cause students to talk generally 
about their ancestry without having to grapple with the implications of race, 
ethnicity, power, and privilege. As the findings in Chapter 5 suggest, this change 
to the curriculum allowed some students to avoid writing about race in the 
research paper. It also permitted a few students to use diversion tactics and 
enabled them to write about race and ethnicity in ways that placated their 
concerns rather than encouraging them to work outside and beyond their comfort 
zones. Further, this shift may have disenfranchised some students, specifically the 
White students who did not identify with a particular racial or ethnic group and 
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may have felt compelled to identify as “something” in order to position 
themselves amongst their multiethnic peer group. For instance, a few students on 
their final reflections about the curriculum claimed that the research paper taught 
them “nothing” or “little” about their race or ethnicity. These comments came 
directly from those students who stated throughout the research paper process that 
they “did not have a race or ethnicity.” As a researcher, I was in a bind. I had to 
decide whether I should push for a more critically conscious, multi-faceted 
writing prompt that would encourage students to think about the political and 
social implications of race or to respect the needs of the classroom teacher. I made 
the decision to maintain a positive working relationship with Ms. Montañez rather 
than push for a prompt that she was not comfortable with or interested in 
teaching, even if this would shift the intended goals and impact of the race-
conscious curriculum.  
Related to the change in the research paper prompt, Ms. Montañez 
emphasized throughout the race-conscious curriculum that she wanted students to 
feel as if the prompt was flexible and could be altered. While I agreed with Ms. 
Montañez that students need choice and should be encouraged to write about 
topics that suit their interests and needs, I struggled with the reality that students 
might be able to skirt around race and ethnicity by changing their topics. This 
meant that advocating for choice also meant facilitating diversion tactics, 
particularly for the White students, as you will see in Chapter 5. Rachael, for 
instance, enacted diversion tactics by writing a research paper about single 
parenthood. Carter wrote about growing up in a home with an incarcerated father. 
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Morgan wrote about the importance of the military in her family. Perry and Ray 
spent several class periods during the research paper unit Googling their names, 
images, and looking up their favorite sports teams’ statistics rather than 
researching their race or ethnicity. I frequently heard Ms. Montañez say, “Don’t 
feel like if you can’t find anything about your ancestry that you’re stuck. There 
are lots of avenues you can take.” Because choice and self-autonomy are 
important elements of the writing process and discovering identity (Christensen, 
2000, 2009; Early, 2006; Laidlaw, 1998; Moje, 2000; Paris, 2010; Williams, 
2006), I felt conflicted about whether I should push the race-conscious curriculum 
and its original goals or allow students to make decisions about their writing at the 
risk of resisting or avoiding race.  
The changes to the curriculum were not limited to the research paper. 
Modifications also occurred with the fictional monologue on race, the silent 
discussion about race, the lesson on Harriet Jacobs’s slave narrative, and the 
substitute plans during the research paper unit while Ms. Montañez was out of 
town.  The monologue lesson about race, which we had discussed and confirmed 
the day prior, became a lesson about gender as well as race. The original prompt, 
“Write a fictional monologue (spoken by one person) from the perspective of a 
person of a different race (at least one page in length)” became “race or gender.” 
Students were also verbally encouraged to write about sexuality, religion, and 
weight in their monologues. The silent discussion, which was originally going to 
address race, Frederick Douglass, slave narratives, and the Civil War, was altered 
to include prompts about topics such as women’s rights and gay rights. Students 
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were asked to respond to quotes by Clare Luce Booth, including, “Because I am a 
woman, I must make unusual efforts to succeed. If I fail, no one will say, ‘She 
doesn’t have what it takes.’ They will say, ‘Women don’t have what it takes.’” 
They also responded to cartoons about gay marriage. Ms. Montañez brought race 
into the classroom during the race-conscious curriculum, but she worked around 
and supplemented literacy events about race with other activities that addressed 
gender, sexuality, and gay marriage.  
Another change to the race-conscious curriculum occurred when the 
teacher decided to not show the video Ethnic Man!, a one-man video that 
addresses the enigma of racial, ethnic, and cultural identity, when she was gone 
from the classroom as we had originally discussed. Instead, she suggested that I 
hold writing conferences with the students. Again, while I appreciated the 
inclusion of writing conferences in the curriculum, the decision to not show and 
discuss Ethnic Man! was a lost opportunity in the race-conscious curriculum. 
Similarly, thanks to a grant I received, I purchased a set of books that addressed 
race and ethnicity including Monster by Walter Dean Myers, American Born 
Chinese by Gene Luen Yang, The Absolute True Diary of a Part-Time Indian by 
Sherman Alexie, Bless Me, Ultima by Rudolfo Anaya, Black Like Me by John 
Howard Griffin, Fallen Angels by Walter Dean Myers, and Breaking Through by 
Francisco Jiménez. I asked the teacher to share these with her students at the 
beginning of the race-conscious curriculum, but she did not tell them about the 
books until after the curriculum ended. Since students completed an outside 
reading assignment each quarter, it was my hope that students would read one of 
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the books simultaneously while taking part in the race-conscious activities, which 
might serve to heighten their awareness about race. Instead, students did an 
outside writing activity during the spring semester where they observed the world 
around them, including making observations about gender, race, and sexuality. 
Furthermore, while Ms. Montañez embedded critical concepts into the unit on 
slave narratives, as a researcher, I had concerns that the literature could have been 
paired with texts on race and racism such as The Absolute True Diary of a Part-
Time Indian by Sherman Alexie to offer more modern views of race and racism. I 
made these recommendations early on in the development of the curriculum and 
expressed to her that we needed to offer multiple perspectives on race and racism 
in the United States from different time periods during the race-conscious 
curricular unit. The teacher nodded in agreement with my thoughts and appeared 
to take heed of these suggestions, but ultimately her control, particularly of the 
literature units and selections, and the frequent changes that were made to the 
course curriculum prevented this from occurring.  
Ms. Montañez explained that there was a good reason why the curriculum 
changed daily. She said it was her “fickle” personality that influenced her 
decision-making processes. On a number of occasions throughout the study, she 
said, “I’m fickle. I’m always changing my mind.” She also said she “didn’t like to 
engage in conflict” and was generally a “passive aggressive” person, so it was 
easier for her to make changes on her own to avoid disagreement or discordance 
with me or with students’ parents. This self-described personality trait meant that 
a number of changes were made to the lesson plans between the time I would 
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leave in the afternoon and arrive to school the next morning. These alterations 
involved the teacher opening up the curriculum, avoiding a spotlight on race, or 
incorporating other critical perspectives in the curriculum.  
It is possible, however, that Ms. Montañez’s self-reported “fickle” or 
“passive aggressive” personality might not inherently be part of her personality, 
nor might the changes to the curriculum have been subtle tactics to avoid race. 
Rather, the changes to the curriculum may have been a response to outside 
pressures. After all, Ms. Montañez stated numerous times that external 
constraints, including the budget cuts and the lack of security in her position at the 
school, had made her “angry” enough to alter some of her personal philosophies 
and quell her political passions. She also said that teachers are “totally afraid to 
discuss race” and it may have been more agreeable for her to incorporate other 
critical issues into the curriculum rather than focus exclusively on race and race-
consciousness. Thus, Ms. Montañez’s instructional decisions may not have been a 
result of her personality or her own desire to avoid race. The changes to the 
curriculum may have been a direct consequence of the juggling act she was 
dealing with due to external pressures and constraints. For instance, the ethnic 
studies ban in Arizona schools dictated that teachers avoid curriculum that 
directly addresses race and ethnicity, so it was no surprise that Ms. Montañez 
occasionally evaded these issues. As Ms. Montañez described in this chapter, the 
forces outside the school, which were more powerful and dominant than an 
individual teacher, deeply influenced the way curriculum functioned inside the 
classroom.   
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It is also possible that Ms. Montañez’s personality and the pressures she 
faced may have had a positive impact on students’ willingness to explore a range 
of critical perspectives. As I will describe in Chapter 5, students embraced 
discussions about immigration, gay rights and homophobia, and gender equality. 
Ms. Montañez welcomed most critical issues into the classroom and took down 
some of the walls that typically surround these topics. She did this despite her 
anxieties about job security and ongoing state and district politics. For example, 
she read a students’ fictional monologue aloud to the class one day which took on 
the perspective of a gay man expressing his love for another man but sadness for 
feeling like a second-class citizen. She also read a monologue from the 
perspective of a Mexican woman crossing the border illegally to come to the 
United States. Ms. Montañez’s decision to open up the curriculum to address 
issues beyond race could have made students more apt to write and talk about a 
range of different critical issues in the classroom, not just race. During the silent 
discussion activity, students drew connections between interracial marriage in the 
1960s and gay marriage in the 2000s. Students also identified the racism and 
xenophobia present in many anti-immigration ideologies, which suggests that 
students were not only open to taking about a variety of critical issues but were 
also aware of the intersections between equality, race, gender, immigration, and 
sexuality.  
Alternatively, Ms. Montañez’s decision to incorporate critical issues like 
gender bias and homophobia into the race-conscious curriculum may have 
prevented or muted students’ sustained exploration of race. No students chose to 
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write about race in the research paper – the longest, most directed activity in the 
race-conscious curriculum – and, instead, wrote about their ethnic identity or 
about other critical topics like growing up with a single-parent or an incarcerated 
parent. If students were looking for ways to avoid writing about their own race, 
Ms. Montañez’s adjustments to the curriculum and flexibility with the prompts 
allowed students to avoid talking and writing about race, privilege, and power. 
Ultimately, the teacher’s pedagogical decisions altered the transformative nature 
of the race-conscious curriculum and its impact on students.  
The fact that no students wrote about race during the research paper unit 
may also be associated with the imbalances between the traditional curriculum 
that started during the fall semester and continued throughout the school year and 
the critical curriculum in the spring semester. Although Ms. Montañez scaffolded 
WIMTBAA activities early in the school year and related the canonical literature 
to modern day issues, critical activities were not the primary focus of instruction 
during the fall semester. Because students spent a significant amount of time 
engaged in traditional English language arts activities, particularly during the fall 
semester, it was difficult for students to move beyond these boundaries and into 
the activities associated with the race-conscious curriculum. Ms. Montañez shared 
personal counter-stories and used curricular spins and a number of verbal tactics 
to push students to think critically; however, traditional literary units and 
composition instruction at times superseded curriculum devoted to justice and 
equity, with the exception of the race-conscious curriculum. For instance, students 
read historical interpretations during the slave narrative unit while engaging in 
  146 
modern and personal writing tasks associated with the race-conscious curriculum. 
Some students were likely unable to reconcile the disjuncture between the critical, 
social justice focus of the race-conscious curriculum and the more traditional, 
ahistorical foundations of official English language arts curricula experienced 
during a portion of the school year.  
Internal strides despite external pressures.  
The teacher is not to blame for her reliance on traditional, scripted notions 
of English language arts curriculum. Ms. Montañez is not at fault for any of the 
challenges we faced with the design and implementation of the race-conscious 
curriculum or any related activities. It is the case, however, that Ms. Montañez is 
representative of the struggles and personal dilemmas many classroom teachers 
face, particularly in the English language arts classroom where there is potential 
for dependence on traditional forms of knowledge or, conversely, for symbiosis 
between language pedagogy and social-consciousness (Camangian, 2009; 
Christensen, 2000, 2009; Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008). English language 
arts teachers’ reliance on traditional curriculum is not unusual and, like Ms. 
Montañez suggested, is frequently due to external pressures like job security, 
district and state level pressures, and our nation’s testing climate rather than a 
proclivity towards tradition ways of knowing or canonical literature. As Ms. 
Montañez stated in several informal and formal interviews and in classroom 
discussions, she wanted to be a teacher-activist both inside and outside the 
classroom. In many ways, she was and still is. But there are strong forces that 
influence teacher’s decisions in the classroom and can pressure teachers to shift 
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their teaching philosophies and alter their perceptions about the purpose of 
education. Rather than encouraging students to think about race and our nation’s 
plurality, English language arts teachers are often expected to teach canonical 
literature in a chronological format and to insist upon formulaic writing structures. 
These external constraints are intended to keep teachers from becoming political 
liabilities and are supposed to help students achieve high scores on standardized 
tests.  There are sanctioned forms of knowledge in schools, including canonical 
literature and fixed patterns for genres of writing, that take precedence over 
critical work like the race-conscious curriculum. Teachers like Ms. Montañez are 
often left to pick and choose between the two extremes rather than building 
curriculum that supports their expertise, agency, personal philosophies, and 
political passions.   
Asking a teacher and her students to take part in a race-conscious English 
curriculum is a lofty request in our nation’s current political and social climate. 
The peripheral pressures that exist beyond the classroom walls were difficult to 
navigate and powerful enough that Ms. Montañez and I both had to move away 
from our personal teaching philosophies and research goals by changing the 
writing prompts, topics, and activities to meet the expectations of the larger 
community and context. As I discovered through the collaborative processes of 
this study, it is simpler to avoid talking about critical issues and instead acquiesce 
to the teaching of literary time periods and canonical literature from the distant 
past rather than pushing the boundaries by confronting the complex, enigmatic, 
and challenging concept of race.  
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Nevertheless, to work towards a race-conscious, socially just classroom, 
researchers, scholars, and classroom teachers can encourage stakeholders in 
English education to engage in institutional critique and to recognize that 
privileged forms of knowledge must be questioned. These stakeholders should 
feel compelled to ask questions such as, “Whose notion of knowledge is deemed 
‘acceptable?’” “Whose interests and needs am I considering in the curriculum?” 
“Which topics and voices are we addressing in the classroom? Which are we 
not?” and, more specifically, “Why isn’t the topic of race embraced by many 
teachers in the English language arts classroom? How can we make race a more 
prominent part of the classroom?” In Ms. Montañez’s circumstance, she was 
forced to negotiate between external pressures, traditional curriculum, and her 
personal desire to push students to think critically about the world around them. 
At times, external pressures won out, resulting in subordination to traditional 
English language arts curriculum. As Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1981) theory of 
dialogism asserts, teachers like Ms. Montañez are loci that echo the concerns of a 
school, its community, and the larger social context of race in literacy classrooms. 
To that end, Ms. Montañez stated on several occasions that she was so 
“frustrated” and “exhausted” by the external pressures, including her lack of job 
security and the ongoing testing pressures, that she often ended up teaching in 
ways that she did not always like, specifically when she asked students to answer 
worksheet questions about literature. Traditional curriculum, then, was not 
necessarily her preference or even her “allegiance”; it was merely the result of a 
set of conditions that forced her to choose traditional curriculum and instructional 
  149 
methods over the race-conscious curriculum and other critical activities. This 
meant that some of the critical readings and activities that I hoped would become 
a part of the curriculum did not. As an individual with insider knowledge and 
insider relationships but outside motives and goals, I had to make concessions and 
accept that what occurred with the curriculum would not be a perfect give and 
take or 50/50 collaborative effort. Above all though, there were countless times 
where Ms. Montañez pushed back against pressures and expectations and broke 
the mold by asking students to write and talk about race, gender, sexuality, and 
equality to work towards a socially just English classroom. Although Ms. 
Montañez confronted external obstacles every day and surrendered to those 
pressures, as you will see in the following chapter, it is largely because of her 
resolution to bring racial awareness into the English language arts classroom that 
students were open and willing to write and talk about race and to lean towards 
more tolerant, conscious, and conscientious ways of living. The forces Ms. 
Montañez faced every day and, most of all, her willingness to push back against 
those forces to bring critical curriculum into the literacy classroom can best be 
summarized by Paulo Freire and Myles Horton (1990): “Conflict is the midwife 
of consciousness.” 
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Chapter 5 
Embracing, Resisting, Uniting, and Dividing: The Complex Dynamics of 
English Classrooms With Shifting Racial and Ethnic Demographics 
I have come to believe over and over again that what is most important 
must be spoken, made verbal and shared, even at the risk of having it 
bruised or misunderstood. –Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider 
 
Without dialogue there is no communication, and without communication 
there can be no true education. –Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed  
 
In this chapter, I offer insight into how explicitly or implicitly students 
engaged in everyday language, school talk, and school writing about racial and 
ethnic identity. I will also describe how students responded to explicit teaching of 
an English language arts curriculum devoted to race and ethnicity and to 
discussions of race in the classroom. On a broader scale, I will attempt to illustrate 
how this study’s findings reflect the school, community, and larger social context 
of racial and ethnic difference, division, and unity. This chapter will also explore 
how participants in this study wrote and spoke about race and racial identity in 
ways that simultaneously validate and contradict findings that appear in the 
existing literature. I also hope to offer insight into the ways in which a 
transformative race-conscious writing curriculum can humanize students’ realities 
by heightening awareness of diversity in the classroom. More specifically, this 
chapter will provide a glimpse into what takes place when a teacher brings critical 
literacy curriculum into the official space of the English language arts classroom 
in an effort to honor students’ cultural identities, tackle racial inequities, and 
encourage writing, discussion, and research on race and ethnicity.  
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Before discussing the findings, I want to acknowledge that there are 
certain political and educational factions who believe that the classroom is not an 
appropriate place to talk about race. This includes some of the institutions and 
politicians in the state where this study took place. These groups argue that this 
kind of discourse is best reserved for discussions at home or in the community. 
However, if schools can either be sites of social reproduction or social possibility 
that can build up or tear down the vision of a democratic America (Anyon, 1980; 
Dewey, 1916, 1938; McLeod, 1987), then it is imperative that teachers address 
race in the classroom. These pedagogical and curricular moves are particularly 
valuable in literacy classrooms where synergy can occur between language, 
learning, and critical consciousness (Freire, 2007; Morrell, 2005). This study 
serves to illuminate what occurs when researchers and educators bring activities 
devoted to race into the classroom in the face of forces that deny the importance 
of race and have attempted – with some success – to remove race and ethnicity 
from the classroom. Because schools throughout the United States and 
particularly in the Southwest are undergoing dramatic demographic shifts, it is 
imperative that English teachers explore what it means to bring race to the 
forefront of the secondary language arts classroom. Furthermore, literacy 
researchers ought to be prepared to document and examine these events. This 
chapter, then, explores what transpired when a secondary English teacher devoted 
curricular and instructional space to race, as well as what occurred when a 
researcher decides to go along on this journey with the teacher and students, even 
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when, as Audre Lorde said, there are bumps, bruises, and misunderstandings 
along the way. 
When I began the study in the fall of 2010, I expected that students would 
be reluctant to talk about race and other culturally and socially relevant issues. 
Because the classroom was predominately White, although with some ethnic 
diversity, I assumed that many of the White students might unknowingly silence 
or outweigh the voices of the students of color or the “White allies” in the 
classroom (Brown, 2002). I also deduced from literature on race in the classroom 
that many of the White students would express colorblindness or colormuteness, 
an unwillingness to see or talk about race, which would limit or prevent structured 
discussions on race and ethnicity (Bonilla-Silva, 2009; Frankenberg, 1993; Lewis, 
2001; McIntyre, 1997; Pollock, 2004a; Schofield, 2009). However, early on I 
realized that it was necessary to let go of my preconceived notions to make room 
for what was actually taking place in the classroom, which was surprising and 
much more nuanced than I had anticipated. 
To that end, I begin by offering an overview of this chapter’s findings. 
Data revealed the following themes: embracing and accepting the race-conscious 
literacy curriculum, resistance against curriculum, humor as a response to 
curriculum, and negotiating and asserting racial and ethnic identities. These 
findings represent students’ reactions to the curriculum, specifically the ways in 
which they embraced, resisted, and used humor to navigate the curriculum, as 
well as the actions that occurred within the context of the curricular unit, 
specifically the ways in which students established their racial and ethnic 
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identities through writing and conversation. These divergent reactions and actions 
demonstrate that students were open to discussing race in the classroom, 
particularly during the unit devoted to race, but not all students were eager to 
participate in the curriculum and some showed subtle forms of resistance to race, 
racial identity, and the race-conscious curriculum. Above all, this chapter 
highlights the advantages and pitfalls, as well as the rewards and challenges, for 
students and teachers when race is explicitly brought into the English language 
arts classroom. 
I will draw on the oral and written discourse of a large majority of the 
students who participated in the study to make these findings lucid because 
students’ discourse was interrelated. However, I will largely focus on five cases, a 
biracial male named Jerry, a White female named Karen, a Hispanic female 
named Gisela, a White female named Sarah, and a White male named Jayson (for 
more information on these youth, see Chapter 2). These students come from 
varied backgrounds and span the range of students I studied at Cactus Ridge. 
Jerry, Sarah, and Karen, for example, claimed to come from more well-to-do 
families while Gisela and Jayson said they came from humble backgrounds. Some 
of these students embraced the curriculum at points while resisting the curriculum 
on other occasions. Above all, throughout this chapter I will offer a window into 
these select students’ discourse because I developed a close rapport with each of 
them and spent significant time getting to know them before, during, and after 
class. I also conducted in-depth interviews with the five students and am 
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knowledgeable about their lives and the ways they engaged in discourse about 
race during the course of the study.    
Embracing Cultural Identity, Awareness, Difference, and Unity  
One prominent finding that emerged from this study was students’ 
willingness to embrace curriculum devoted to race. From the first day of class and 
throughout the school year, most students showed a readiness to engage in and 
embrace discussions about race, ethnicity, and other pressing social issues. Early 
in the school year, Ms. Montañez opened the door to discussions about race by 
providing scaffolding and a lens into the kinds of conversations that would be 
encouraged in the classroom. In fact, she established a What It Means To Be An 
American (WIMTBAA) theme on the first day of the fall semester. After reading 
through the course syllabus and classroom procedures with the class, Ms. 
Montañez told the students that the goal for the school year was to encourage 
them to explore diverse perspectives and ask themselves what makes an American 
an American.  
This led to the second day of class where students read several articles 
together on whether Americans should hyphenate their ethnic identities or not and 
why. Specifically, the articles asked whether it is appropriate to call one’s self 
“Irish American” or “African American,” for example, or if Americans should 
simply be called “American.” Ms. Montañez engaged students in a discussion on 
the readings by asking them to think about their own identity as Americans, 
including their racial and ethnic identities. She asked students who should get to 
hyphenate their ethnic identity and why people may choose to hyphenate their 
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identities. Ms. Montañez also challenged students to consider the implications of 
labeling one’s self with a hyphenated ethnic identity, leading to a lengthy class 
discussion on pluralism, diversity, race, and identity. We also spent a large 
portion of the next class period examining the 2010 U.S. Census. Here, students 
had the opportunity to discuss the merits of categorizing humans into racial and 
ethnic groups. They also reflected upon and shared with one another the racial and 
ethnic group or groups they identify with.  
These early lessons established the general tenor for the school year and 
for the kinds of conversations and voices that would be invited into the room 
while also giving students an opportunity to share their racial or ethnic identity 
with peers. Conversations and activities related to race continued throughout the 
fall semester as the teacher worked to connect race with the traditional 11
th
-grade 
English language arts curriculum. The WIMTBAA activities that took place 
throughout the fall semester complimented the race-conscious curriculum and 
served as a form of scaffolding for the events that would take place in the spring 
semester, which included (but was not limited to) the research paper unit on one’s 
racial and ethnic heritage, the silent discussion activity, the fictional monologue 
written from the perspective of someone of a different race, multimedia video 
clips and discussions on race, and bellwork writing prompts about race, ethnicity, 
and identity. 
Related to the classroom environment the teacher had constructed, from 
the first WIMTBAA activities in the classroom until the time the study concluded, 
many of the students willingly engaged in and embraced discussions about race, 
  156 
ethnicity, and other critical social issues. Students were given several 
opportunities throughout the school year to tap into their lived experiences and 
feelings towards race, and they generally embraced these opportunities. Despite 
the school’s location in a relatively conservative community in a “red state,” 
many of the students heralded progressive social beliefs or, at the least, expressed 
an interest in discussions on issues like race and racism. In any given lesson, 
students took part in every day or “school talk” about race and ethnicity. Many 
students also demonstrated an awareness of the issues that face the state and 
nation with regards to race and ethnicity. They claimed that race and racism are 
timely, important issues worthy of discussion in the English classroom. Although 
not all students embraced these discussions all of the time and some students 
occasionally enacted subtle forms of resistance or engaged in colorblind or racist 
discourse, the majority of students were open to discussing these issues and 
expressed anti-racist, pro-diversity sentiments.  
Contrary to ideologies that claim that race is a “thing of the past,” 
something that mattered decades ago but is no longer relevant in our racially and 
ethnically diverse society, many of the students in this study talked about race, 
racism, and oppression openly with others and claimed to understand its impact 
on society. One way in which students talked explicitly about race was by 
demonstrating an awareness of the racism and discrimination that permeate the 
state and the country. In written responses to questions from a slave narrative 
reading, an extension activity of the race-conscious writing curriculum, students 
were asked to consider what (if anything) has changed since the Civil War and the 
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days of slavery. Students noted that the way slaves were treated before and during 
the Civil War is no different from how we treat Blacks and other people of color 
in today’s society. Maria, a White student, wrote, “People still try to control one 
another and treat others as objects, only now it’s not as open and harsh.” She 
tapped into the concept of covert racism by commenting on the hidden 
discrimination that still exists today. Maria also hinted at the notion that race acts 
as a form property by noting that “people” still treat “others” like property that 
can be bought and sold. Max, another White student, agreed with Maria. He 
wrote, “There are still racism, racists, and discrimination.” A White student, 
Carrie, asserted in her reading response that “people still look at Blacks like 
they’re worthless.” In the silent discussion activity as part of the race-conscious 
writing curriculum, students were asked to silently and anonymously write 
responses to questions about race and ethnicity on a large sheet of paper. Students 
were put into random groups and sat at pods of desks with their groups. They then 
moved as a group from table to table, scribbling their responses to each prompt on 
the paper. After the written portion of the silent activity concluded, students were 
asked to return to their original table to discuss some of their written responses 
aloud as a class. During the written portion of the silent discussion activity, one 
student claimed that society needs racism to function. He or she said, “We 
THRIVE on racism and hating others, especially as we get older and move on 
from the high school gossip.” Despite pervasive colorblind and colormute 
ideologies in society, many students expressed a belief that racism is alive today, 
particularly racism against Blacks.   
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There were also several students in the class who wrote and talked about 
the complexities of race in the United States and how it functions on both macro 
and micro scales. Many students stated that they were aware that there is a 
difference between racism authorized by institutions and organizations and the 
ongoing, persistent racism in individuals’ discourse and behavior. In a written 
response to a slave narrative reading, Karen, a White student, argued, “Laws and 
rules have changed. By law, things are different, but people are still racist.” When 
Ms. Montañez asked students to consider why we still read slave narratives, 
Kayla, a White student, acknowledged that institutional racism may not be as 
great of a threat to our country as it once was but that the processes, practices, and 
habits of racism are still in place. She wrote, “The only thing that has changed is 
the rules.” Another White female student, Hannah, seconded this idea in her 
reading response, writing, “Our personal racism and labels haven’t changed.” 
Many students did not simply identify persistent racism and insist on its continued 
importance to society. Instead, these students offered a complex perspective on 
the ways in which race continues to have an impact on individuals, politics, and 
society.  
Students considered race and racism as they responded to slave narrative 
and Civil War readings, but they were particularly eager to discuss racial tension 
and discrimination through the lens of immigration. As I discussed in Chapter 2 in 
some depth, the state where this study took place has undergone significant 
demographic shifts as a result of immigration. The ongoing media attention, court 
battles, and the presence of law enforcement and immigration officials throughout 
  159 
Sunshine City and the greater metropolitan area has brought the issue of race and 
immigration to the forefront of individuals’ minds. One of the prompts during the 
silent discussion activity asked students to respond to two political cartoons on 
immigration. This resulted in an active written discussion and full class dialogue 
about race, immigration, and privilege. A student responded to the cartoons by 
questioning who deserves rights in our country and who arbitrates privilege:  
Illegal immigrants have to defy odds just to enter the U.S. and work for 
minimal pay, and they shouldn’t have to. Some people just wake up and 
say “go home,” but what gives them a right to a better life?  
Another student seconded this response by claiming, “Americans don’t 
understand what illegals go through to get what other lucky Americans get. 
Americans take what they have for granted.” These students called attention to 
those who point fingers at immigrants and scrutinized those who go unaware of 
their privileged racial and social status. Another student, drawing on the legal 
issues immigrants face with regards to citizenship, wrote: 
We are so perfect that we cannot have imperfects in our country. Arizona 
in particular is one of the most racist states if not the number one. Yes, 
there should be laws, but not to the extent they have taken it to. 
This student sarcastically pointed to the false and impossible image of the 
“perfect” human being and also questioned what makes someone worthy of 
citizenship and acceptance, identifying race as the reason why many Americans 
fear immigrants.  
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During the silent discussion, students questioned the difficult path 
immigrants are forced to go through to become legal citizens in the U.S. and even 
poked fun at the idea that humans can be labeled “illegal”:  
They have to get through so much BS just to get in. And “illegal” 
immigrants? Who are we to kick them out? Americans didn’t have to get 
green cards and legally become members. Why can’t it just be like that? If 
you love the country and work hard, you deserve to be an American 
problem-free.  
By adding quotation marks around the word “illegal” and by asking “who are 
we?,” the student pushed back against the political structures that exist in our 
country. One student wrote during the silent discussion that “America isn’t as 
accepting of immigrants as it should be” and another student responded to this 
comment by disputing the idea that our country is really free at all. The student 
wrote, “Although we are a ‘free country’ for all, you have to go through 
challenges just to be a citizen, so you can try to obtain this so called ‘freedom.’” 
The silent discussion activity functioned as an ideal opportunity for students to 
question our nation’s immigration policies, the impact of race on immigration, 
and the effectiveness, efficiency, and fairness of our nation’s democracy.      
Students’ critiques of racial discrimination and the immigration process 
continued during the structured full class dialogue after the silent discussion. In 
this discussion, Ms. Montañez asked one group member from each prompt station 
to read two of the most compelling comments written on the large sheets of paper. 
After the group member read a comment, the whole class had the opportunity to 
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respond. Since the comments were anonymous, students did not know who wrote 
the comments. But this did not prevent students from engaging in a lively 
conversation on the merits and accuracy of their peers’ written responses to the 
prompts. During the discussion, students expressed concern about the challenges 
immigrants face to gain citizenship. Hannah started the discussion by stating: 
Hannah: A lot of people think you can just get a green card. But it’s not 
that easy. 
Max: It’s a long-term/short-term problem. You go through the process 
legally and you’re stuck in the system for years, but at least you’re a legal 
citizen, or you get here fast, but then you deal with problems in the long 
run.  
Sherry, a White female: I was just born here. I didn’t have to pass a test. 
Research shows that 50% of Americans can’t pass the [citizenship] test 
anyway. It’s stupid. 
Cindy, a White female: Some people may think you should live the 
“American” way and speak our language. But, I don’t feel that way… 
The discussion period after the silent writing activity elicited a number of 
comments such as these from students who questioned the ethics of immigration 
laws and drew attention to the idea that there is an “American” way. 
One student during the silent discussion even addressed the issue of race, 
immigration, and the families of undocumented immigrants, an issue that received 
significant media attention at the time the classroom activity took place. The 
student wrote, “Even if you have kids and try to support them, the law will still 
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not let you. I believe if you have kids then they should allow you to support them 
with citizenship.” Although this student does not directly name the DREAM Act, 
the legislative proposal designed to give residency to children of undocumented 
immigrants provided they meet specific conditions, he or she may be echoing the 
goals of this act, at least peripherally, by referencing the need to support 
immigrant youth with citizenship.  
Students were also explicitly asked in a prompt during the silent 
discussion activity to consider if it would be possible for another civil war to 
occur in the United States. Some of the students believed that society has changed 
and that we are too “civil” for a civil war. For instance, one student stated that a 
civil war would not be possible because society is more accepting of people of 
color. As evidence the student offered, “We have a Black president.” Yet several 
students indicated that society has not changed enough since the Civil War and 
that lingering, persistent racism could be the root of another war over race. Many 
of the students who believed that another civil war was possible thought that the 
war would likely involve a struggle between anti-immigration groups and 
Hispanic immigrants. One student wrote, “A civil war can happen again but 
maybe a little different focus on which race it’s being put against. The cause, as 
always, is disagreement and racism.” Another student expressed concern that a 
civil war in our country is unavoidable and called our next civil war “an extreme 
battle to try and cure the violent cycle of racism.” A second student echoed this 
sentiment by stating, “I think it may be inevitable,” and specifically cited “race” 
and “immigration” as potential causes of a civil war. Because the Cactus Ridge 
  163 
and Sunshine City communities were surrounded by political discourse related to 
immigration, several students’ wrote and spoke about race through the filter of 
immigration, critiquing policies and the role of race on society’s view of 
immigrants.  
Beyond the silent discussion activity, a number of students offered 
alternative histories and viewpoints on colonialism, immigration, and race, 
specifically with regards to Native Americans and Hispanics. When the class 
discussed what it means to have a hyphenated ethnic identity early in the school 
year, two White male students declared that the woman who wrote an article 
condemning hyphenated identities was “a racist.” In their eyes, any individual 
who could not accept that others might want to call themselves “African 
American” or “Mexican American” was “racist.” Jerry, a biracial student, 
responded to his classmates by agreeing with their label of the author as “racist” 
and by enacting a revisionist view of U.S. history. He said, “What doesn’t make 
sense to me is that the Indians were here first [the United States], and we stole it!” 
Later in the year, a student responded in writing to a prompt about immigration by 
claiming, “We are ALL illegal immigrants unless we’re natives.” Another student 
argued, “We stole our country – we didn’t work hard for it at all!” During a 
formal lecture by Ms. Montañez on the literary period that includes westward 
expansion, Sherry interrupted the teacher to say, with joking and disdain, 
“Right… lots of immigrants came… and then we kidnapped them…” During the 
school year, several students like Jerry and Sherry, particularly in lessons that 
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directly related to race, offered an alternative or “people’s history” of the United 
States.   
While most of the discussion on immigration, colonialism, and race that 
took place in the classroom specifically echoed the issues facing Latinos and 
Native Americans in the Southwest, students also expressed concerns about the 
ways in which Middle Eastern immigrants are treated. Karen stated in an 
interview, “I’m really interested in the Middle East…. I don’t like how everyone 
thinks that just ‘cause you’re from that area and look like that you must be an 
extremist or a terrorist.” Ava, a Middle Eastern student who emigrated from 
Afghanistan to the U.S. two years prior, told the group during the final research 
paper celebration at the end of the race-conscious curriculum, “It’s not ‘OMG’ in 
Afghanistan. It’s not all war. War isn’t important [to us]. People are good to each 
other. We take care of each other.” Ava’s words highlight her concerns about how 
her people are perceived and judged by dominant America. Halim, a student 
whose parents came from Uzbekistan to the United States, often expressed 
frustration during the race-conscious curriculum that his parents are looked down 
upon for not knowing the English language. He also talked about the challenges 
of having parents who are unfamiliar with the dominant culture. As Karen, Ava, 
and Halim suggest, students were willing to discuss race and immigration openly 
with myself, with the teacher, and with their peers and had contemplated the 
impact of race both within and beyond state and national borders.    
When I asked students why they were willing to talk about race, most 
pointed to their parents, to the diversity in the school community, and to specific 
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courses and curriculum at school that helped them foster a level of comfort with 
discussions about race. Karen said that her family and school classes have 
encouraged her to talk about race. She stated that she has frequent discussions 
with her family about race, prejudice, and discrimination and said that her parents 
are “open-minded and tolerant” and have taught her to be the same way. Karen 
said that because of her upbringing and personal values “it wouldn’t work” to be 
close friends with a racist because they would “argue all the time.” She also 
credited her sociology class, which coincided with the study, for making race a 
“natural” point of conversation and bringing race to the forefront of her 
consciousness. She also said Ms. Montañez’s English class, the race-conscious 
curriculum, and literature and writing “lend themselves to discussions about 
humanity” and have helped her learn to discuss race publically and with an open 
mind.  
Sarah, a White student, said she talks about race, racism, and prejudice 
frequently with her family. She related that she encounters different races and 
ethnicities at Cactus Ridge, which encourages her to talk with her family about 
race. Sarah, like a number of other students at Cactus Ridge, could have attended 
a largely segregated, predominately White high school in North Sunshine City, 
but she chose to attend Cactus Ridge instead. Because the school district where 
this study took place has open enrollment, students have some flexibility with 
their choice of school. Sarah’s legacy at Cactus Ridge and her family’s fondness 
for the Cactus Ridge community led her to attend the school. She explained that 
she is aware of her racial and economic privileges and realizes how fortunate she 
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is to live in a relatively well-to-do part of the state, but prefers Cactus Ridge 
because it is more like the “real world” than other schools in Sunshine City. The 
“real world” atmosphere at Cactus Ridge, along with her parents’ willingness to 
discuss race at home, helped cultivate Sarah’s keenness to discuss race in the 
classroom.   
When I asked Jayson, a White male, why so many students at Cactus 
Ridge are willing to talk openly about race, he pointed to the community. He said, 
“I think the diversity in the state might heighten these things since we’re full of 
diverse races and cultures.” Jayson said that while he rarely discusses race, 
justice, or discrimination with his family because “they assume we know better or 
something,” he contends that race does have an impact on individuals and society 
and believes that the racial and ethnic diversity in the state and school community 
brings race to the forefront of in-class and out-of-class discussions. According to 
Karen, Sarah, and Jayson, students’ parents, school courses and curriculum, and 
the population of students at Cactus Ridge prompted open discussion about race 
in the classroom. These social sources and contexts served as mechanisms that 
helped to facilitate students’ constant, open dialogism about race, racism, and 
ethnicity.     
Addressing “Stereotypes Left Unanswered”: Embracing a Race-Conscious 
Curriculum  
Students were not only willing to discuss race, racism, and discrimination 
in the classroom but also expressed positive reactions to the transformative race-
conscious writing curriculum co-designed and co-implemented by Ms. Montañez 
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and myself. In informal and semi-structured interviews, casual conversations, and 
on reflections the teacher and I administered after the curriculum had concluded, 
students reported that they enjoyed the curriculum. Some students stated that they 
liked the curriculum because they appreciated the opportunity to discuss race with 
their classmates. Other students enjoyed the curriculum because they thought it 
was a necessary experience for their peers at Cactus Ridge. Several students 
explained that the curriculum was personally meaningful because it gave them the 
chance to explore their own race or ethnicity, which they had not previously had 
the opportunity to do. A few students thought the activities were “fun.” For a 
variety of reasons, students of different racial and ethnic groups in the class stated 
that the curriculum and its activities were appreciated, welcomed, and needed for 
themselves and their peers.  
Several students claimed that the primary reason they liked the curriculum 
was that it gave them the space to explore their race or ethnicity because they had 
not had the opportunity to examine this in school before. Many of them pointed 
specifically to the research paper where students were asked to explore their own 
racial or ethnic background as a particularly meaningful element of the 
curriculum (see Appendix F for representative research papers). In this unit, 
students took part in process-oriented writing workshops devoted to the genre, 
conducted online research, and carried out an intergenerational interview with a 
family member to help them compose a 900-word essay on their family’s racial or 
ethnic heritage. In an interview, Sarah said she “appreciated” the research paper 
because it gave her the chance to know more about her family and allowed her to 
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see that her White and Italian American family has a rich cultural history that 
stretches back several generations. In another interview, Gisela, a Mexican 
American female who wrote an essay about her family’s roots in a southern state 
of Mexico, said: 
The English research paper we got this quarter in English was the first 
time I have been asked to write about my race or ethnicity. And honestly I 
really enjoyed doing it. It has probably been my favorite research paper 
ever. We all had something different to share about our culture, our roots, 
and ancestors.  
She continued: 
I absolutely loved it. I knew a lot about it [family heritage] but not all. I 
learned a lot especially about the region and the first people that occupied 
that land. I knew the basics of everything so this research helped me learn 
about the subject more in detail…I think it’s good that we have had to 
actually research. When you go in depth, you really appreciate your 
background. 
In written reflections after the race-conscious curriculum concluded, many 
students identified the research paper as the element of the curriculum that most 
had an impact on their understanding of their own ethnicity. Conway, a White 
male student who struggled with identifying what he wanted to write about and 
whose final paper covered an array of topics from his Italian heritage to his Texas 
upbringing, wrote, “I thought it was a good way to discover something about 
ourselves. It shows that race and culture mean a lot more than what I previously 
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had thought.”  Hannah, who wrote about her family’s Italian heritage, believed 
the paper gave her the opportunity to look at her own identity while noting the 
similarities and differences in her own identity and her peers’ identities:  
The research essay on racial and ethnic identity was good for all of us. 
This is because we got to learn where we came from. I think this is a good 
thing for everyone to know. Also, since we learned about others’ 
identities, we could compare and contrast our own to others. 
Ava, a Middle Eastern student, frequently spoke in class about feeling 
disconnected from her Palestinian parents’ strict values and rules. She said that 
the research paper gave her the opportunity to better empathize with the cultural 
practices of her parents, claiming, “This research helped me to understand more 
of why my parents act and behave the way they do. It makes me ease up on their 
values, even if it seems ridiculous.” Jayson, who wrote about his relation to a 
prominent clan in Scotland, stated, “I’m glad that we were granted the pleasure of 
doing this ethnic report. It was a lot of fun to look into my deeper roots and talk to 
my grandparents about our heritage.” Teresita, a Mexican American-Russian 
American student whose paper addressed her multiple ethnicities, said that the 
entire unit was meaningful to her, particularly the essay. She wrote, “I’ve really 
enjoyed this quarter and the research paper has been the best.” Teresita later 
related to me in a conversation that the research paper allowed her to discover that 
she was half Russian. Prior to conducting research for the essay, she said that she 
had no idea that her grandmother and grandfather emigrated from Russia to the 
United States and that she was half Russian. Ricardo, a Mexican American 
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student, wrote about his Mexican heritage and the influence his grandmother, his 
only guardian, had on him. In his reflection, he commented on how the research 
essay gave him a chance to think about his cultural past and its impact on his 
future. He said, “It gave me a sense of ‘you can’t get there, unless you know 
where you’ve been.’” For many students, the research paper gave them the space 
within the classroom to consider who they are and how they identify as 
individuals, where their immediate family or distant ancestors hail from, and how 
their family’s current or past cultural practices relate to their racial or ethnic 
identity. 
 While many students claimed that the research paper unit helped them to 
understand their own ethnic background, other students stated that the research 
paper had an impact on their understanding of others’ ethnic identities and even 
encouraged them to open their eyes and minds to other cultures. Max, who wrote 
about his Sicilian lineage, said:  
I really enjoyed this assignment. It gave me a chance to see how much 
diversity there really is, even just in my English class. We all have our 
own unique stories about who we are and where we came from.  
Tom, a White student whose essay addressed his family’s love of German food 
and dance, wrote, “The project as a whole opened my eyes to the idea that there’s 
a whole world outside of Arizona with different people and cultures.” Johna, a 
White student, who wrote about her broad European background, claimed that 
this type of research and writing activity is particularly useful for youth because 
they are still forming their opinions of the world. She claimed, “I think it’s a great 
  171 
project to do while you’re still young, when your mind and opinions are still 
malleable.” Kieran, a White student whose essay covered the Irish practices that 
have been passed down in his family, said, “The research essay taught me a lot 
about other ethnic identities. It taught me to respect other races and cultures.” For 
many students, the research paper was an opportunity to see the diversity within 
and beyond the class and, for a few students, it afforded them the opportunity to 
begin to honor and value others’ identities.  
Several students claimed that the research paper assignment did not just 
make them contemplate their own and others’ ethnic heritages, it was also an 
enjoyable experience. Halim, a Middle Eastern student, frequently made 
comments during the essay unit such as, “I like doing this, Ms. D. This is fun. I 
like learning about my culture.” Towards the end of the unit, Jayson leaned across 
his desk and said, “This is possibly one of the most fun assignments I’ve ever 
done. I actually wanted to write about this.” His friend, Anna, a White female 
student who had struggled to pinpoint how she wanted to approach the essay, 
replied, “Yeah, I loved it. Once I got going, it was a lot of fun!” Jayson affirmed 
his sentiments about the research paper in his reflection at the end of the unit. 
Drawing on his own internal dialogue, he said, “When I did this paper I thought, 
‘This is one of my favorite essays I’ve had to do.’ And I despise essays!”  
A number of students claimed that the family interview portion of the 
research paper unit had an influence on them. The interview with an 
intergenerational member of their family was one of the research sources students 
collected for their research paper. Students were asked to interview an older 
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family member to help them explore their family’s racial or ethnic history. This 
included collecting information on if or how they came to America, how long 
they have lived in America, and noteworthy cultural practices. Students were 
prepped for this activity by learning some of the dos and do not’s of interviewing, 
creating a potential list of interview questions with their peers, and practicing 
their interview questions with someone they did not know well or someone of a 
different racial or ethnic background from the class.  
In his reflection, Jayson wrote about one of the reasons why he enjoyed 
the interview, “The interview was a necessary assignment for us to reconnect with 
our bloodlines.” Max claimed that he enjoyed hearing about his culture from 
family members. He stated, “It was awesome to hear my family members talk 
about our ethnic history.” Cara, a White student who wrote about her family’s 
German heritage and their immigration to the United States, said, “The personal 
interview was definitely my favorite. It was nice to hear all the stories my 
grandma had to tell and to see how happy she was to share them with me.” 
Hannah stated, “It gave me an opportunity to get closer with my family 
members.” In her final research paper, she explained the impact the family 
interviews had on her:  
Thanks to the interviews I conducted with my family members, and the 
other outside sources I had access to, I no longer have to question the 
things I used to. It is very interesting to know that both sides of my family 
are from different places, and I couldn’t be more ecstatic to know the 
details of the important people in my family’s history. I am very pleased 
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with the information I have found out. Not only am I pleased with my 
culture and family heritage, I am proud to say who I am. I can now share 
all the information I know to anyone, anywhere, and at anytime. 
Hannah and a few of her peers believed that the family interview was a useful 
pathway into an exploration of their own ethnic identity, specifically the 
experiences, values, and cultural practices of family members.  
Other students in the class cited the silent discussion as the activity that 
had the most impact on them during the race-conscious curriculum. In an 
interview, Karen said: 
I really liked the silent discussion because everyone got to say something 
if they wanted to and everyone got to talk without it turning into a fight or 
something. The silent discussion was a good thing because no one was 
speaking; people were writing it down. We have discussions in sociology 
and not everyone can get their opinion in and we run out of time. It’s not 
the most efficient way to get everyone’s opinion. But, this was great.    
Several students confirmed Karen’s sentiments in their written reflections. Josh, a 
White student, highlighted how the silent discussion allowed the students to 
cooperate and communicate in a unique way. He wrote, “The activities, like the 
silent discussion, made us interact in ways we may not normally do, which is 
good.” Jerry believed that the silent discussion gave him the opportunity to push 
his peers’ points of view. He claimed, “I liked the silent discussion. I like to 
challenge others’ views, and I like to cause people to think.” Karen stated in her 
reflection that she thought the silent discussion was a useful way to engage with 
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peers in a discussion on race. She wrote, “I really enjoyed the silent discussion. It 
was really nice to know my classmates’ opinions and points of view in a civil and 
peaceful way.” Kayla said that the silent discussion gave the class the chance to 
discuss race and other topics that they might not otherwise be able to discuss 
comfortably or easily, “My favorite was the silent discussion. I really like this 
because I liked being able to see some people’s opinions on topics that aren’t 
usually addressed because of arguments that start.” In an interview, Jerry pointed 
more generally to the power of discussion about race:  
I’ve had to write a paper about it [racial or ethnic heritage] before, but I’ve 
never had to discuss it with the class before, which is kind of interesting in 
my opinion. I think it’s really helpful to actually discuss among our peers. 
A number of students identified the fictional monologue as their favorite 
part of the race-conscious curriculum. In this writing activity, students were asked 
to craft a fictional monologue from the perspective of a person of a different race 
and/or gender. The monologue coincided with a literature unit on slave narratives, 
where the teacher talked with the students about the realities that slaves faced and 
the added challenges female slaves were forced to deal with in the 1800s. The 
students were asked to place a character or characters in a specific time period and 
setting, to set them up in a specific conflict, and to ensure that there was 
description and conversation to make the character(s), time period, setting, and 
conflict clear. Students were encouraged to make the monologue emotional and 
authentic and were expected to write them in first person point of view. I offer a 
few examples of students’ monologues to demonstrate how students internalized 
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this assignment by attempting to create a sense of empathy and understanding for 
someone of a different skin color. Matt, a White student, wrote a monologue titled 
“There I Stand.11” The piece shares the internal thoughts of a Black male slave, 
just moments before being hanged:  
There I stand  
With a noose around my neck  
I look to the sky  
Asking for God’s hand  
I disobey my master 
He beats 
He whips 
He tortures me to death  
But these beatings no longer give me pain  
As the others watch  
I can’t help but cry  
They cry as well  
I want for him  
To take my life 
To take my hope away  
He pushes and pushes  
 But I don’t comply 
I see the field I once worked  
                                                 
11
 Some students took creative liberties with the fictional monologue assignment by writing 
poems.  
  176 
I see the barn I kept tidy  
I see my hut  
And all the others 
It’s too late now 
We will be free 
But I shall not 
I look at my master 
He looks at the board 
I follow his eyes 
And… 
There I stand 
Maria wrote an untitled piece about a slave contemplating the inequities 
and injustices Blacks face due to skin color:   
I am black while you are white 
I am a peacemaker while you like to fight  
I am looked down upon while you are praised  
I am beaten while you hold the chains. 
 
I am black while you are white 
I am imprisoned while you are free 
I am working while you sit around  
I am lost while you are found.  
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I am black white you are white 
I am warm-hearted while you are cold 
I am frightened while you are brave 
I am strong while you think nothing of a slave.  
 
I am black while you are white 
I am dark while you are light 
I am a giver while you are a taker 
I am a slave while you’re a homemaker.  
 
I am black while you are white 
I am persistent while you are a flake  
I am part of a family while you’re nothing like a brother 
I am one way while you are another, 
 
All this because of a skin color? 
Hector, a Mexican American, loved to rap and rhyme for his classmates, 
so he wrote a rhythmic monologue called “Caucasian in Compton” about a “white 
boy” trying to connect with Blacks and other people of color in Compton, 
California. He wrote:  
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You ain’t never seen a Caucasian in the city of CPT.  
 
That’s the skin color we don’t like to see; that’s what they say to me.  
 
I say that’s blasphemy Ima equal white boy. We’re all humans, don’t lose 
sight yo. I hate gettin dirty looks. Wuds got your mind shook? You pick 
on me but why don’t you click with me, make a friend, I got a hand to 
lend. Call me a brotha as y’all say. At the end of the day let’s both get out 
pay. It’s hard as it is livin here. We aren’t wealthy enough to not end up in 
debt with a credit card. I’ve grown accustom to you, so why don’t you to 
me?  
 
You ain’t never seen a Caucasian in the city of CPT.  
 
I can’t even go out with one of “your” girls without y’all giving a shout 
“white boy don’t even got curls.” Leave me alone, stop with the swirls, 
your icon, Al Capone, wasn’t black, but you idolize his money stack. 
You’re just another at Mickey D’s doin the flapjack and I’m sick of this 
treatment. Let’s shake hands to an agreement, avoid the violence, live 
together in a silence. Please please understand we’re all the same. My skin  
color really isn’t to blame. Our nation’s history sits in shame but leave me 
alone. I know we’re the same.  
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You ain’t never seen a Caucasian in the city of CPT. 
 
In her reflection after the curriculum, June, a White student who wrote 
about a female Hispanic immigrant trying to make a life in the United States, 
claimed that the fictional monologue made her do something she is not often 
asked to do in school. She wrote, “The fictional monologue actually made me 
think…” Melanie, a White student who enjoyed creative writing activities and 
shared her monologue aloud to her classmates, claimed, “I loved the monologue! 
Many others loved my monologue too. It felt very comforting to write it because I 
know many people who face the difficulties I wrote about.” She wrote about the 
tribulations of a young Black slave in the 1800s, relating these tribulations to 
modern day challenges facing people of color. Andres, a Brazilian American 
student, wrote about a slave, someone’s “property,” in the Deep South. He 
claimed that the monologue helped him learn to have a better understanding of 
others. He said, “In the fictional monologue, I learned how to put myself in 
someone else’s shoes.” Rob and Tara, both White students, echoed Andres’s 
feelings towards the fictional monologue by noting how it required them to 
develop empathy, however briefly, to write from the point of view of someone of 
a different race. Rob stated, “The fictional monologue was fun to put ourselves in 
others’ shoes.” Sarah said, “The fictional monologue was, without a doubt, my 
favorite thing we did in this class. It helped me learn how to look at things from 
another point of view.” By asking students to take on another individual’s racial 
identity through writing, students were compelled to express empathy towards the 
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kinds of challenges, conflicts, and battles someone of a different race may have 
experienced in the past or continue to face today. Although it is difficult to 
qualitatively measure students’ empathy and internalization of others’ struggles, it 
is clear from the monologues and their reactions to the activity that students took 
on the perspective of someone of a different race and began to understand some of 
the challenges others might face due to skin color.  
Beyond enjoying specific elements of the curriculum or deeming it useful 
or helpful, many students also expressed that the curriculum had been 
transformative for them in some way. I use the term transformative not to suggest 
that students’ perspectives were completely altered by the curriculum. Rather, I 
use the term to describe the small movements some students made towards racial 
awareness. Several students explained that the curriculum helped raise their 
consciousness or awareness of how race, ethnicity, and discrimination operate 
while other students claimed that the curriculum helped them to alter, change, or 
remove stereotypes. Jayson, for example, felt that the curriculum was something 
that students at Cactus Ridge need to experience. He explained in informal 
conversations and interviews that there is a distinct racial divide at the school. 
Although no other students during the course of study stated that there is a split 
between racial or ethnic groups at Cactus Ridge, Jayson felt as if this divide was 
clear and worrisome. Unlike many of his peers who stated that they were open-
minded and held few stereotypes about other racial groups, Jayson openly 
acknowledged that he had deep-seated stigmas about certain racial and ethnic 
groups that stem from his parents and from his experiences at Cactus Ridge, 
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which I will describe in depth later in the chapter. Despite his admitted 
stereotypes, he revealed that the race-conscious curriculum was an important 
experience for him and his classmates because of the racial discordance he sees at 
the school. He said: 
I think it’s actually a needed experience for everyone here. Well… for one 
thing, I think a lot of stereotypes can be left unanswered… that may sound 
kind of stupid… but when people get up and say “I’m from blah blah 
blah” and tell about their culture and heritage it opens your eyes. Instead 
of looking at someone and thinking, “Oh they’re just a blank ‘coz they’re 
from blank blank.”  
Jayson continued, “I was able to examine stereotypes and even break stereotypes. 
It was nice to see how much diversity we have here. It was pretty incredible 
seeing everyone from the Middle East to Russia. It was pretty incredible…” In an 
interview, Sarah described the impact the curriculum had on her: 
I really appreciated doing this project because it made me think about my 
background and other people’s backgrounds too, which helped me to 
realize that looks aren’t everything and looks can be deceiving. And just 
because you look one way doesn’t mean you know anything about that 
background, but you’ll still be judged for it. 
She went on to explain how the curriculum influenced her understanding of her 
own ethnicity, which she described as Italian American, “It made me appreciate 
and think about how much is actually in my family, how many traditions and 
everything, and they were really Catholic from really big families.”  
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 In their reflections, students wrote about the ways the curriculum 
influenced their thinking. Jean, a White female student, said that the curriculum 
allowed her to see the uniqueness of every individual in the class. She wrote, 
“Everyone is different in their own way.” Cindy similarly claimed that the 
curriculum taught her about difference, “I like the activities we did. I learned from 
these that everyone is different and we should accept each other.” Gisela said that 
the race-conscious curriculum helped students to think critically about the world 
around them. She wrote, “These lessons really got us thinking…” Tarquin, a 
White student, believed the curriculum gave him a better sense of self and a better 
perspective on race and ethnicity. He stated, “Knowing these things about 
ourselves is imperative for everyone… These activities have given me a much 
more enlightened perspective on so many things.” Roberto, a Mexican American 
who did not speak much in class, believed that “these activities taught me that 
everyone has a story to tell.” Gaagii, a half Native American and half French 
student, said that the curriculum helped him to gain a better sense of his ethnic 
identities, “I learned I come from two very different cultures and both are 
different in every way.” Johna wrote, “I really liked the activities. They force you 
to see things from another point of view. You also learn everyone has a different 
point of view and how to respect that.”  
Halim, a student whose parents emigrated from Uzbekistan, explained 
how he made connections between the critical curriculums that took place 
simultaneously in two different classes at school, which ultimately had a profound 
influence on his understanding of his own racial and ethnic identity. As he 
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discussed in class one day after the race-conscious curriculum concluded, the 
outside reading activity in his 12
th
-grade English class, where he read A Thousand 
Splendid Suns by Khaled Hosseini, made him start to consider what it means to be 
Middle Eastern (Halim was retaking 11
th
 -grade English in Ms. Montañez’s class). 
He also said that the race-conscious curriculum made him want to know more 
about his identity and where he came from. Together, the Hosseini novel and the 
race-conscious activities in Ms. Montañez’s class helped Halim begin to 
understand more about his own ethnic heritage, the role of ethnicity in his 
family’s cultural practices, and the importance of maintaining ties to racial, 
ethnic, and cultural roots. For students like Jayson, Sarah, and Halim, the race-
conscious curriculum opened a window into their own and others’ backgrounds, 
causing them to re-think long-held stereotypes, to re-conceptualize their sense of 
identity, or to find value in their own racial or ethnic identity.   
After the curriculum concluded and a few portraits of transformation 
began to emerge, I wanted to understand to what degree students thought it was 
appropriate to take part in a race-conscious curriculum in the English classroom. 
After all, House Bill 2281 had officially banned ethnic studies classes in the state 
where this study took place. This ban was passed concurrently with the race-
conscious curriculum and could have rendered some of these activities off limits 
or even illegal. Admittedly, both the classroom teacher and I had fears that 
students and their parents would find the curriculum unimportant or inappropriate, 
so I was curious how accepting students would be of the curriculum in light of the 
recently passed state bill and its surrounding media attention.  
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Several students expressed an appreciation and acceptance of the 
curriculum because it helped them become closer with their own personal 
identity. To that end, the race-conscious curriculum constructed a third or 
alternative space for many students where they were able to blend two distinct 
parts of their lives – school life and home life. As Ms. Montañez claimed, the 
race-conscious curriculum, specifically the research paper, helped students to 
“bring the outside in.” Annabelle, a White student, pointed to the personal 
benefits of the curriculum in her final research paper. She wrote, “Within the past 
couple of weeks I found out more about my family than I have in the past 
seventeen years.” Ali, a student who emigrated from France to the United States 
in elementary school, wrote in her research paper that she will: 
One day begin my own journey, like my great uncles, to find out more 
about my two sides. Just like them I could strike a dead end with no more 
information than what we already know, but in the end, I will hopefully be 
closer to the countries, cultures, and custom of my descendants.  
Sarah explained in an interview that the curriculum and discussions 
devoted to race in the classroom has tangible social benefits beyond self-
awareness that should not be stripped from students:  
I think it is okay to talk about these topics in class. It opens up the minds 
of everyone else. It helps people not to judge other people by their race 
because when everybody’s open about it then you’re all working together 
and you’re all learning about your background and you shouldn’t be 
ashamed about your background. 
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 Karen summed up the race-conscious curriculum, the importance of 
incorporating these kinds of activities into the classroom, and the sentiments 
expressed by many of her peers towards the curriculum. She succinctly claimed, 
“I think it’s really good that we talk about controversial things in school.”  
“I Don’t Have a Heritage” and Other Subtle Forms of Resistance to 
Conversations and Curriculum on Race and Identity  
Although many students in the study seemed to espouse progressive 
beliefs towards race, racism, and ethnicity and generally embraced the 
curriculum, not all of the conversations that took place during the school year 
were simple or straightforward. In fact, many discussions were tenuous and 
difficult. There were a number of conversations throughout the school year and 
during the race-conscious curricular unit where students resisted discussions 
related to these topics or offered conservative or colorblind views towards race 
and equity. Most of these acts of resistance were subtle, subversive, and nuanced, 
and students rarely engaged in grand acts of defiance against discussions about 
race or the race-conscious curriculum. These challenging conversations, while 
less common than conversations of tolerance and acceptance, did occur and 
demonstrate the complex ways in which students wrote and talked about race in 
Ms. Montañez’s English classes.  
Many students during the course of the study viewed race through the lens 
of immigration and expressed concerns about anti-immigration proponents and 
laws that prevent immigrants from a clear path to citizenship. But there were also 
students who took up the opposing argument by explicitly stating their resistance 
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towards immigration and “aliens” or “illegals.” Many of the statements in 
opposition to immigration and undocumented immigrants occurred during the 
silent discussion activity when students anonymously responded in writing to a 
cartoon depicting the challenging path to legal immigration in the U.S. and to a 
prompt which asked students to consider whether another civil war might be 
possible. In a student’s reaction to the cartoon, he or she wrote:  
Aliens think it is hard to become an American, but we are giving them a 
chance to be American. I don’t like how easy it is to get on American soil 
and then they complain and use lots of taxpayers’ money. 
A student responded to this comment by arguing, “They [immigrants] bust their 
butt and a gringo just wakes up to the easy life.” This retort elicited a reply from 
another student, declaring that the author of the comment must be anti-White. The 
student wrote, “This guy doesn’t like whites” and added a frown face after the 
statement. In response to the prompt asking about the possibilities of another civil 
war in our country, a student expressed his or her concerns about the current 
president and his immigration policies, “It most likely will only happen if this 
illegal immigrant thing keeps happening because Obama will just let them in.” A 
longer conversation took place during the class dialogue after the silent 
discussion, which highlighted students’ opposition to immigration and 
immigrants. Brianna, a White student, and a few classmates demonstrated their 
understanding of the complexities of immigration, as well as their resistance 
towards it:  
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Morgan: “Illegal immigrants have no rights.”  
Brianna: “But, I’m pretty sure no one is FOR immigration. Those who are 
are immigrants.”  
Kayla: “I’m FOR immigration – just not illegal immigration.”  
Brianna: “People who come in here legally – that’s okay. People who just 
make themselves at home – that’s just not okay.”  
Jayson, reading off the silent discussion paper: “’Gringos have it easy. 
Mexicans don’t.’ Isn’t that a little extreme?”  
Sherry: “We were just born into freedom while Mexicans wake up every 
day and work hard for it.”  
Max: “Mexicans take up all the jobs, but they take up the jobs that we 
don’t want.”  
Brianna: “You tried [to get citizenship]. You got denied. Too bad!”  
Hector: “In the end, there’s no American race. It’s all just so complicated 
[the process of immigration in the US].” 
Although the majority of students’ voices were in favor of immigration and 
against racial discrimination, there were a number of dissenting voices that 
emerged, particularly in the silent discussion where students were able to 
anonymously and freely share their opinions on race and immigration without fear 
of retribution or embarrassment. In effect, the silent discussion activity allowed 
students to privately unearth their distaste towards immigration and immigrants, 
particularly those from Mexico.    
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Beyond anti-immigration sentiments, there were also additional acts of 
resistance from students towards explicit discussions about race. For many 
students, this resistance emerged as subtle colorblindness. In written responses to 
a Brave New Voices slam poetry video clip “Change” performed by B. Yung, 
several students claimed that racism is an issue of the past and does not matter as 
much as it used to because people of color now have equal rights. Brianna wrote, 
“Racism has severely diminished and is no longer widespread like it used to be.” 
Cindy claimed, “Blacks are treated 1000X better. They have rights now.” Kieran 
expressed his belief that a lot has changed since slavery. He wrote, “Blacks are 
viewed as people instead of property.” For Brianna, Cindy, and Kieran, rather 
than connecting with B. Yung’s message that “change” or an equitable society is 
yet to come and that we still have to work for fairness, they argued that racism is 
not as widespread as it once was and looked at legal change as an indicator of 
social change. In a written response to the slave narrative readings that coincided 
with the race-conscious curriculum, Jayson claimed that there is a good reason 
why racism and slavery should be kept as part of the past. He argued that it is best 
to keep these issues out of our minds because we risk once again exposing 
ourselves to the realities of racism. He wrote, “When we do [read slave 
narratives], all we’re doing is reopening wounds.”  
Jayson and other students’ beliefs that racism is a “thing of the past” also 
manifested itself during the research essay process where a few students claimed 
that they do not personally connect their identities with their family’s racial or 
ethnic history, culture, or heritage and, therefore, do not see race and ethnicity as 
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important. In a conversation with Anna about her essay topic, she said that her 
family does not have any knowledge about their racial or ethnic heritage because 
they do not live in the past. She said, “We don’t really focus on our ancestors. We 
focus on the now.” Other students expressed similar attitudes in their research 
essays. Kent, a White student, concluded his essay on his family’s ethnic heritage, 
writing:   
What I’ve discovered from researching my family so in depth is that it is 
really interesting and fun to learn all about my family’s past and hear all 
the stories, but I feel almost no connection to most of my family’s past. If 
someone were to ask me to define myself, I would mention very little of 
the above information. None of those things are actually me; they’re just 
facts and words. My name isn’t Kent Mark Allen. It’s just Kent. I’m not 
French American or German American; I’m a 17 year old kid from the 
hottest place in the world. This is my family’s history, where we came 
from, and how I came to be here but it’s not who I am; it’s not the 
definition of me. I’m creating my own history everyday and I’m expecting 
none of my great-grandchildren to feel any connection to it. And that is 
perfectly fine with me.  
Sean, another White student, ended his essay by claiming that knowledge of one’s 
history does not have an impact on day-to-day life. He wrote, “Sure, it is 
interesting to find out about our ancestors, race, and heritage, but what does it 
really do for us?” Students’ emphasis and interest in the present materialized as a 
form of colorblindness whereby they could skirt the issue of race by claiming an 
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ahistorical perspective. Rather than seeing the past as tied to the present, some 
students argued that life should be based on current matters and that history is 
irrelevant or separate from the present. This relates to Critical Race Theory, which 
contends that some individuals, particularly Whites, see race and racism as 
individual issues rather than a set of complex issues connected to a long political 
and cultural history (Bonilla-Silva, 2009; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).    
A few students drew on colorblind discourse by stating their belief that 
racism is not as prevalent as it once was. To these students, racial oppression no 
longer exists because people of color legally have the same rights as Whites. 
Interestingly, these individuals claimed that homophobia and oppression of 
homosexuals supersedes and has replaced racism. In the silent discussion, 
students responded to a cartoon comparing interracial marriage in the 1960s and 
gay marriage today. One student wrote in response to the cartoon, “Black people 
aren’t really oppressed anymore, but now gay people are. Oppression hasn’t 
changed. Just the object of oppression has changed.” Another wrote in bold 
letters, “GAY is the new BLACK,” referring to what he or she perceives as the 
new target of oppression in the United States.  
Another compelling conversation demonstrated not so subtle forms of 
colorblindness and resistance towards race came during a multimedia activity 
where students watched a clip about the N-word being removed from a new 
version of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. After watching the video, the 
class debated the merits of keeping the N-word in the text. During the discussion, 
several students explained why they believed the N-word captures American 
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history. They also discussed how the meaning of the word has changed over the 
years, making it less potent or derogatory:   
Brianna: “That was the way society was. Maybe we’re ashamed, but it was 
the way people spoke.”  
Jayson: “People are a little too sensitive.”  
Scott: “It’s JUST good ole Americana.”  
Jayson: “It’s JUST a word. People should get over it!”  
Ms. Montañez: “Is it really JUST a word??”  
Brianna: “Black people say it all the time!”  
Jerry: “Okay… I don’t use that word with my Black friends.”  
Scott: “Just listen to a rap song!”  
Max: “Or just walk down the hallways!”  
As this conversation highlights, some students believed that the N-word is part of 
American history and has been appropriated by Blacks, thereby making it “just” a 
word and something that is suitable for novels and even casual conversation.   
There were also a few instances, particularly during the race-conscious 
curriculum, where students used what I call subtle diversion tactics to avoid 
writing or discussing these issues. These tactics were not overt or bold acts of 
defiance. Rather, they were moments of disobedient ingenuity where students 
were able to work around the race-conscious curriculum. Perry and Ray, two best 
friends and White males, performed small acts of resistance to avoid participating 
in race-conscious writing activities. As students were reading a sample research 
essay I had drafted about my family and our Portuguese ethnicity, Perry and Ray 
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raised their hands and expressed their concern to the class that I had spelled the 
word “descendant” wrong in my essay. After explaining that there are two 
accepted spellings of the word, they went on to spend the majority of the rest of 
the class period looking for other potential spelling or grammar errors in my 
essay. In this instance, Perry and Ray chose to focus on the construction and 
structure of the essay rather than grappling with the implications of my essay on 
their own racial or ethnic identity. This was in contrast to many of their peers who 
began active conversations on ethnic identity after reading the sample essay.  
During one writing workshop activity where students were drafting their 
research essays, Perry asked the teacher if he could play some of his favorite 
techno music on the class speaker system while his peers worked. After some 
pleading from Perry, the teacher acquiesced and he plugged in the music and 
began to wander around the classroom, bopping his head to the beat and peeking 
over his peers’ shoulders for the remainder of the period. Perry did not draft any 
part of his essay during that class period. Of course it is possible that Perry and 
Ray were simply acting like “typical teenagers” and were trying to avoid school 
work, but the totality of my time with these students and their insistence that 
learning about family was “boring” and that they had “no connection with their 
past,” “no race,” and “no ethnicity,” suggests that there were more concerted acts 
of resistance occurring than just typical teenage behavior. It could be argued that 
Perry and Ray had painful or difficult family histories and did not want to explore 
their heritage or perhaps they had motives for their actions unbeknownst to me. 
However, Perry’s research essay which claimed that he “doesn’t feel Scottish at 
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all,” despite the long lineage of Scottish Americans on both sides of his family, 
and Ray’s belief that he is Italian American but does not really see himself as 
“anything” suggests that their reactions were more complex than they may have 
initially appeared. Regardless of their motives, Perry and Ray’s regular 
disruptions in class, particularly during the race-conscious curriculum, emerged as 
subtle acts of colorblindness or an inability to “see” their own race or ethnicity or 
to connect with their own history.  
Another subtle diversion tactic occurred with Rachael, a White student, 
who called me over in class one day during the research paper unit to tell me that 
she had changed her paper topic. She said, “I have to go in a different direction. I 
can’t find anything on my family and their Italian immigration. I’m going to write 
about single family homes instead.” When I asked her what she had found so far 
in her research, she said “nothing.” But, prior to this conversation, I had observed 
Rachael collect several pages of notes on her family and Italian immigration and 
she had even told me that she was making great progress on her interview and 
research. She also resisted topics suggested to her by myself, by the classroom 
teacher, and by her peers, including writing about what it means to be White or 
European American in the United States. Ultimately, Rachael decided that she 
could not find “anything” and needed to write about a topic that varied 
significantly from the original prompt.   
Like Perry, Ray, and Rachael, some students in the class expressed 
benign, gentle resistance to the curriculum by echoing terms like “normalcy” or 
“boringness.” At the beginning of the research paper unit, students were asked to 
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consider the origin of their names and identities through a bellwork prompt and 
through follow-up group and whole class discussions. During the group 
discussion, Ava, a Palestinian student, inquired about her classmates’ names. She 
leaned over to Gennifer, a White student, and said, “What’s your last name 
mean?” Gennifer responded, “I don’t know… I don’t know anything about my 
heritage.” Nikki, another White student, shared similar sentiments when asked 
about her name and ethnic background. She claimed, “I don’t have a heritage.” 
Johnny, during the full class discussion, said, “My name is SO boring compared 
to that… ‘Montañez.’ I’m like half French, half American. Ugh.” In a 
conversation I had with Karen during the research paper unit, she expressed her 
concern about writing an essay on her family’s racial or ethnic heritage. She 
asked, “What if there’s no one in my family that knows anything? Can I just 
interview my cousin who was adopted from China or something?” Later that class 
period, Karen called me over again to chat about her essay topic. She contended, 
“My family tree is really wide, but it’s not deep. So, I’m just trying to figure out 
what I want to do…” Crystal, a White student, also expressed anxieties during the 
research process. She asked, “What if no one in my family came here? What if we 
[immediate family] were already here? What if everybody in my family that came 
from someplace else is already dead?” The White students who claimed that there 
was not enough information on their family to write a paper, who claimed they 
did not “have a heritage,” or who felt their family was too “boring” were 
encouraged to write more generally about what it means to White or American or 
European American in the United States, but these students subtly resisted these 
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ideas, opting not to write about these topics. Gennifer, Nikki, and other students 
engaged in a discourse of resistance by marking their whiteness as “boring” or 
“normal” and by questioning whether they had a heritage or identity to write 
about.  
Another student explained his resistance towards discussions about race 
by asserting that he had experienced reverse racism. During the study, Jayson was 
the only individual to claim to have had an experience with reverse racism; 
however, it is important to share this student’s experience because it illustrates 
that although many of the students were open to diversity, there was a complex 
undercurrent of emotions towards race and racism in some students’ minds. This 
undercurrent offers another lens through which to view how students engaged in 
subtle acts of resistance against discussions about race and offers insight into his 
comments and character. In an interview, Jayson detailed his personal experience 
with racism and the Black community at Cactus Ridge:  
I’ve kind of grown out of… I’ve kind of stopped giving the stereotype that 
all Mexicans are illegal and stuff ‘cause like a lot of them are legal and 
have been here for generations and are actually really cool people. But, 
one thing I’ve never let go of, and it may sound awful honestly, but I gotta 
be honest. It’s… uh… the Black community here. It’s just; I don’t know. 
I’ve been harassed by Blacks before. It’s just kind of stuck in my mind. 
Freshman year, I had a class with a kid and every day he harassed me 
physically and racially. This was when the Obama campaign was going 
on. He said, “Who you voting for if you could vote?” I said “McCain 
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‘cause he’s a veteran and everything.” And he said (mimicking), “You’re 
a racist ‘cause he’s Black, you cracker!” I was like, “Whoa! Come on 
now?” No one said a thing. A bunch of White people heard it, and I’m just 
sitting there like all alone. It kind of hurt me… I’m not interested in 
introducing myself to Blacks ‘coz I’d feel all alone. It feels awful. I 
wouldn’t belong. I feel like I could get hurt again or I could hurt them. 
Conflicts might come up… It would really take me some time to get used 
to being friends with a Black person. ‘Cause there have been times when 
I’ve been getting along, things have been going well, they’re totally polite 
and I’m still, for some reason, there’s something in the back of my mind 
that says, “I’m not very sure though….” 
As Jayson explained, his self-reported experience with racism during the 9
th
-grade 
school year prevented him from developing relationships with Black peers and 
caused him to stigmatize the Black community at Cactus Ridge. According to 
Jayson, this experience had a significant impact on him, making him resistant 
towards Blacks and may have even had an influence on the development of his 
racial identity.   
To further illustrate how complex and tenuous reactions were towards the 
inclusion of race in the classroom, I offer one final portrait. Jerry, a biracial male, 
exemplifies how some students engaged in subtle, complex acts of resistance 
towards race in the classroom. Jerry’s opinions towards the curriculum often 
waivered, and he occasionally pushed back against the importance of claiming 
one’s own racial or ethnic identity. Although he said that he enjoyed the 
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discussions on race in the classroom and generally embraced the curriculum, in an 
interview, he said that sometimes discussions about race in the classroom can get 
overwhelming. He said, “I’d rather not sort of go there. I don’t know….” When 
asked why he did not want to “go there,” he stated that he believes racism should 
be left in the past. However, he also feared that, as a society, we are doomed to 
repeat our history with race. He explained, “Well, I just… I think it’s in the past. 
History is important because we’re not supposed to repeat ourselves, but I think 
it’s kind of inevitable.” Jerry’s sentiments towards the curriculum were 
complicated in part because he was the only self-described biracial male in the 
classroom and may have felt an expectation to respond at certain times or in 
certain ways to his peers’ comments. In fact, Jerry himself was grappling with his 
own racial and ethnic identity. He explained his uncertainty about his identity in 
an interview. He said, “I consider myself American. Well… I don’t know… I 
guess I consider myself biracial. I’d like to be able to say American first, but 
when people ask I say I’m Black and White.” Jerry’s feelings towards race, 
racism, and identity were also complicated because he came from a conservative, 
religious household which meant that, in his eyes, his parents were responsible for 
teaching him morality and ethics, not a classroom teacher or her curriculum. 
Some days he would actively participate and engage in conversations with his 
peers about race. On other occasions, he would sit quietly and listen to his peers. 
Jerry even apologized during an interview because he was struggling with 
articulating his feelings towards race and racism at Cactus Ridge and in Sunshine 
City. For a number of reasons, including his family dynamics, his position in the 
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class, and his personal conflict over his identity, Jerry embraced the curriculum at 
times and subtly resisted it at others. 
As Jayson and Jerry suggest, it is not simple for students when teachers 
“go there” by bringing race into the classroom. As the seams of traditional 
English language arts curriculum were peeled back to make way for a race-
conscious curriculum, some students embraced the experience while others were 
tied to cultural and personal ideologies about the role of race in society that 
prevented them from fully engaging in the activities. For many students, it was 
more comfortable or appropriate to subtly skirt issues of race or to engage in 
gentle acts of defiance by deeming race as a “thing of the past,” by labeling one’s 
own racial or ethnic identity as “boring” or “non-existent,” or by challenging 
racial acceptance and identity. Colorblindness, subtle diversion tactics, and 
feelings of “normalcy” represent some of the responses that emerged during the 
race-conscious curricular unit. By drawing on these discourses, a number of 
students, particularly White students, enacted restrained forms of resistance to 
conversations and curriculum on race and identity in the classroom.  
“Making Light of What Could Otherwise Be a Really Serious Situation”: 
Turning Race into a Laughing Matter in the Classroom 
There were many students who embraced the curriculum and discussions 
about race while a few students distanced themselves from these conversations 
and activities. Through an analysis of field notes, informal and semi-structured 
interviews, and students’ written texts though, I discovered that there was one 
specific way in which students tried to overcome these disparate viewpoints to 
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stake a common ground about race. Rather than seeing racism as inconsequential 
or a thing of the past or, conversely, as a timely and important issue, most 
students attempted to construct a discursive meeting space where they could 
openly, honestly discuss race with one another, regardless of their incongruent 
beliefs.   
The primary way in which students attempted to collectively negotiate the 
issue of race in the classroom was to use race as a source of humor. Humor about 
race occurred frequently throughout the school year and beyond the race-
conscious curriculum. Broadly speaking, humor about race operated in a range of 
manners. Humor arose in different places, at different times, with different 
students, and in different forms. For example, some students joked about race in 
small groups while others joked about race in large groups or with the entire class. 
Students joked about race amongst members of the same racial or ethnic group 
while others joked about race in interracial peer groups. Moreover, students 
occasionally joked about race in the classroom, but the majority of jokes occurred 
amongst peers during informal conversations between students in the hallways, 
throughout passing periods, while on bathroom breaks, and during lulls or breaks 
in classroom activity. Some jokes were stereotypical, some were self-deprecatory 
or deprecatory of others, and a few jokes drew upon racist discourse. 
It is important to briefly discuss why students may not have wanted to 
joke about race during official classroom activities or with the classroom teacher. 
First, students may not have felt comfortable joking about race or approaching 
racist subjects with a full class of peers or during official class time for fear of 
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chastisement, retribution, embarrassment, or public ridicule. Ms. Montañez’s 
approach to teaching about race, as described in Chapter 4, could have made 
students hesitant to joke about race in front of her or their peers. Perhaps students 
used racist humor as a way of attempting to negotiate, mediate, or construct 
friendships with peers of the same or a different racial or ethnic group, yet they 
did not feel as compelled to approach these subjects with the entire class or during 
official classroom activities.   
When I asked students who joked about race and who were typically the 
targets of the jokes, the students explained that humor about race knew no 
particular racial or ethnic bounds. Students claimed that they joked about race 
across, among, and within racial and ethnic groups. In fact, I witnessed Black 
students joking about and with Whites, White students joking about and with 
Blacks, Hispanic students joking about and with Whites, White students joking 
about and with Hispanics, and so on. Many students also joked about their own 
identity or their own racial or ethnic group. When I asked Jerry who joked about 
race and who was the target of the jokes, he said, “I think it’s everybody. I’m 
going to be honest. I’ve joked around with it too. So, it’s not just the White kids. 
It’s everyone.” Karen echoed this sentiment. She explained, “I think we all, 
Hispanics, Whites, and Blacks, we all bash ourselves. I don’t think it’s more one 
group than another.” She went on to say that she hears racist jokes occasionally 
but never excessively racist jokes: “There’s not too much extreme racism [at 
Cactus Ridge]. There are jokes, racist jokes, but nothing too extreme ‘cause I get 
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angry at them!” Jayson, a White male student, claimed that jokes about race are 
common and that some racist jokes are accepted among students at Cactus Ridge:  
I talk about that stuff with friends. It’s a big thing. It’s more of a humor 
device than a deep conversation or anything. People talk about it a lot 
here. I just walk by in the hallway and I hear that “dumb blank.” People 
take it as funny; they don’t take it as offensive. It could be either/or and no 
one would take offense; they just take it funny.  
Although the “offensiveness” of jokes about race is debatable, humor about race 
was not tied to one or two specific racial or ethnic groups and appeared frequently 
in casual conversations and occurred across, among, and between groups of 
students at Cactus Ridge.  
Some students like Max, however, believed that jokes about race were less 
casual, benign, and lighthearted than they appear. When asked him how much has 
changed with regards to race over the years, he claimed that not a lot has changed. 
He said, “People are just as racist. People make fun of Blacks.” As Max 
explained, humor about race among students at Cactus Ridge was common and at 
times racist in nature and pointed towards specific racial groups. Interestingly, all 
discourse from students during the study that could be labeled as “racist” came in 
the form of humor or under the guise of a joke. In fact, humor (or attempts at it) 
was the only way students engaged in racist discourse. Students never made 
outwardly racist comments in any other context during the course of the study. All 
racist utterances were articulated as jokes or, at minimum, prefaced and followed 
by laughter to emphasize that the comment was intended as a joke. Further, all of 
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the jokes that could be deemed racist were comments made by students during 
casual conversations with their peers or during unsanctioned or unofficial 
classroom activities. In my eight months at Cactus Ridge, students did not make 
comments that could be perceived as racist, whether posed as a joke or not, to the 
whole class within the context of official classroom activities.  
Although students tended to keep racist jokes in the unofficial space of the 
classroom, most of the jokes were voiced openly and without hesitation in front of 
me or their peers. These jokes drew upon stereotypes of other racial or ethnic 
groups. For example, during free time at the end of a class period, Johnny, a 
White male student and self-described “class clown,” began a debate with his 
peers about college football: 
Johnny: “The Michigan quarterback is going to win the Heisman. He’s 
a… African American….”  
Ava: “So what does that mean?”  
Johnny: “He’s fast!”  
Ava: “’Cause he’s black??”  
Johnny, laughing: “Pretty much!”  
As Johnny offered a stereotype of the Black male as athletic and quick-moving, 
his peers began to chuckle. On another occasion, Brianna shared details of her 
recent holiday break with her peers. She said, “Oh my god! This Thanksgiving I 
swear I was the only White person. Everyone was Black! It was so weird!” Scott, 
a White male student, replied, “I have to ask you… was the turkey fried?” Some 
students laughed at Brianna’s anxieties surrounding her holiday and Johnny’s 
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characterization of stereotypical Black food while other students groaned at the 
joke.  
During the celebration for the research paper unit at the end of the race-
conscious curriculum, Ava, a Palestinian, showed off her “to-go” belly dancing 
skirt, as she called it, a skirt that she could easily transport and don. She told the 
class that she goes to “hooplas” with her family where other Palestinians dance 
with swords and balance pots on their heads. Ava said with a chuckle: 
When we were younger, we all wanted to be belly dancers. You know, 
there’s a lot of Arab-owned hookah bars in the area. But… I’m not trying 
to be mean, but when White people belly dance it’s just not the same… 
Several students laughed at Ava’s stereotypical depiction of White belly dancers.  
There was even a pair of students who held humorous discussions about 
race with one another throughout the course of the school year. During the 
passing period before class began one winter day, Jerry and Johnny joked about 
their own skin color, holiday celebrations, and languages:  
Jerry: “I’m an Albino Black person [referring to his light skin color]!”  
Johnny: “Dude, you’re like racist against yourself!”  
Jerry: “Uh NO.” 
Johnny: “…Hey Jerry, do you celebrate Kwanzaa?”  
Jerry: “Just because I’m Black doesn’t mean I celebrate Kwanzaa…”  
Johnny, chuckling: “I just thought I’d ask. … Let’s just end this 
conversation…”  
Jerry, chuckling “Uh… yeah…” 
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In a lesson a few weeks later on regional language and literature, Ms. Montañez 
suggested that students listen closely to the ways people talk to one another, the 
words they choose, and their accents. Under his breath and with a smile on his 
face, as the teacher’s lecture continued, Johnny asked Jerry, “Jerry, how do people 
speak Blackly?” Surprised by Johnny’s comment, Jerry replied, “Okay….” During 
a writing activity that took place after the race-conscious curriculum concluded, 
Johnny and Jerry shared a hoax narrative they had written with the class. When 
the teacher asked them to explain the meaning behind the tale, Johnny and Jerry 
laughed nervously, declaring, “I don’t know… I don’t know…” While the 
students struggled to articulate what the story meant to the class, the story may 
have been a veiled attempt at ironic, stereotypical humor about race, drugs, and 
money. The tale told about the “armpit of the realm” where the “poor people and 
Bandits lived.” The story was about the Black Forest Bandits who lived in the 
“armpit” and who sold magic mushrooms to rich White Knights. The White 
Knights wanted the magic mushrooms badly and the Black Forest Bandits wanted 
the White Knights’ money. While Jerry explained to me that the ongoing jokes 
about race between himself and Johnny were a nuisance at times, he also said that 
he enjoyed engaging Johnny in some of these conversations. In fact, Jerry said he 
liked to debate and joke with Johnny about race because some of Johnny’s 
comments are “so out there” that he could not help but respond and play into his 
attempts at humor. In fact, Jerry and Johnny’s banter about race occurred at least 
once a week every week during my time in Room 183.    
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Stereotypical, ironic, and peculiar humor about race was common in Ms. 
Montañez’s classroom and offered students a platform to openly discuss race with 
one another. Whatever the intentionality of students’ humor about race and 
despite the racist overtone of many students’ jokes, the students themselves are 
not necessarily racist, nor are their jokes indicative of racism or personally racist 
tendencies. Jokes and other utterances that appear racist are symptomatic of racist 
discourse borrowed from cultural and ideological sources that happen to run 
through students’ utterances (Bakhtin, 1981). Furthermore, they suggest an 
attempt from students, however successful or appropriate, to discuss race with 
peers in a way that felt safe.  
When I asked students why they frequently joked about race, there were a 
variety of answers. Karen claimed that joking about race is a defense mechanism 
that her peers use to approach a serious topic like race. She said:  
People [students at Cactus Ridge] joke about race because they’re 
lighthearted people and they’re just trying to make light of what could 
otherwise be a really serious situation. Humans have always had issues 
with difference. It’s a way of dealing with our differences.  
Jerry offered an explanation of why students joke about race, including his belief 
that students make jokes about race to mock one another or to boost their own 
self-esteem. He also showed his perplexity over the issue. Jerry said:  
People [students at Cactus Ridge] joke about it. It’s like teasing and stuff. 
Sometimes we do it to make ourselves feel better. Sometimes we do it to 
  206 
make ourselves look cool and stuff. Sometimes we do it just like 
ignorantly, just to do it. But, I don’t know… 
Jayson, who openly expressed difficulty with making friends with Blacks, 
recognized the inherent dangers in even lighthearted stereotyping of others. He 
said, “We stereotype, but we don’t do it in a hateful way. We do it jokingly. But 
still, it’s kind of, honest to God… to jokingly stereotype?” Although students’ 
jokes about race operated in a variety of ways and served a number of different 
purposes, humor about race was a common thread that connected students 
together throughout the school year, particularly during the race-conscious 
literacy curriculum.   
It was evident after listening to students joke about race both in and out of 
the classroom for eight months that many appeared to use humor as a discursive 
middle ground to talk about race. A discursive middle ground can be defined as a 
conceptual territory where individuals use language to carve out an approachable, 
comfortable space for conversations on challenging topics. While some students’ 
jokes could and arguably should be considered racist and there were many jokes 
about race that were divisive, there were also many humorous comments intended 
to unite students and establish common ground or collective space to discuss a 
difficult subject like race. Humor about race, then, became one way for all 
students to talk about race and break barriers without having to fully delve into its 
complexities, realities, and enigmas.  
Students constructed this discursive common ground through self-
deprecation, irony, and sarcasm. For instance, throughout the course of the study, 
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students joked about their own race, the inadequacy of racial and ethnic group 
labels, and the ongoing racism in the state where the study took place. At the 
beginning of the school year, when we held a full class discussion on racial and 
ethnic categories listed on the U.S. Census, Shawna, a biracial female student 
with a White mother and a Black father, asked, “What’s the difference between 
African American and Negro? Or ‘some other race’… what’s that?” She then 
laughed at Cactus Ridge’s inadequate racial and ethnic group labels saying, 
“School classifies me as White. I guess I’m White. Right…” Ava responded, 
laughing, “I’m Palestinian and American. I’m Ameristinian!” In the follow-up 
discussion after the silent writing activity, Johnny said, “Segregation and racism 
doesn’t even exist anymore – only in the South.” His comment created a stir 
amongst students, which prompted the teacher to say, “Well… what about what’s 
going on here?! [referring to the state’s anti-immigration policies]” Hector, a 
Hispanic male student, responded, “Um… segregation and racism… DUH!” 
Hector, Johnny, and the other students began to laugh. In a conversation about the 
teacher’s wedding, which took place during the study, Kayla said, “What 
language was it in?” The teacher replied, “All in Spanish!” Kayla said, “How 
cool!” Max, a White male student, chimed in with a frenzied “AHHH!” at the 
thought of trying to understand a wedding ceremony in Spanish. The students 
collectively chuckled. Ms. Montañez even offered jokes from time to time about 
race. During the discussion of the U.S. Census, Max asked the teacher, “What 
race or ethnicity did you answer, Ms. M.?” She responded, laughing and running 
her fingers along the skin on her forearms, “Well… they didn’t have Brown!”  
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The students and the classroom teacher used humor about race as a way of 
carving out a safe, acceptable, or appropriate space to talk about race with peers. 
In effect, this meant that there were certain conversations where students glossed 
over difficult topics under the veil of humor. For instance, in the conversation 
about the ongoing racism in the South, Hector ironically said “DUH!” to Johnny 
to emphasize that, in his eyes, racism is present not just in the South but also in 
the state where the study took place. This ironic and humorous comment 
simultaneously exonerates Johnny from his comment and allows Hector and his 
classmates to avoid getting into a weighty discussion about how race and 
immigration policies function in the state. On the other hand, students’ humor 
about race meant that they were forging a discursive middle ground that may not 
otherwise have been constructed if it were not for the use of humor as a rhetorical, 
discursive device. The use of humor allowed students to tap into the subject of 
race without avoiding or resisting it completely.  
For students in this study, humor about race operated in a variety of ways. 
For some, the humor was ironic or sarcastic. For others, the jokes were self-
deprecatory. Some drew on stereotypes and racist discourse to humor themselves 
or their peers. Students used humor as a defense mechanism, to tease others, to 
make themselves feel better, or to make light of a serious topic. Regardless of 
how and why each individual used humor to discuss race, students joked about 
race as a way of constructing a discursive space where they could verbally gather 
together to share their emotions and values related to race, to test others’ limits, 
stereotypes, and biases, to stake out their personal feelings towards race and 
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racism, and, most of all, to find common ground with their peers. How and why 
race operated as a point of humor varied widely from individual to individual; 
however, it became clear during the study that students were comfortable enough 
to broach the subject of race publically and to float their understandings of race 
publically amongst their peers. Humor about race constructed a discursive middle 
ground where students listened to one another and attempted to understand each 
other’s perspectives on race, even when the jokes were inappropriate or racist in 
nature. 
Re-Conceptualizing Whiteness in a Pluralist Classroom   
Although students reacted to the curriculum in divergent ways, students 
also acted on the curriculum by publically establishing their racial or ethnic 
identities. Students’ written and oral utterances reveal that they not only reacted to 
the curriculum but they also acted on what took place in Room 183, including 
their interactions with the teacher, with myself, with their peers, with the 
curriculum, and with outside sources brought into the classroom. Specifically, 
many of the students during the course of the study expressed pride in their own 
racial or ethnic identities and articulated an interest in learning about others’ 
cultures, particularly during the race-conscious curriculum where they were given 
multiple opportunities to write and talk about racial and ethnic identity. Students 
took advantage of the time set aside in the curriculum to explore racial and ethnic 
identities and used the construct of identity to connect with themselves, their 
families, and, particularly, their peers.  
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During the course of the study, particularly during the race-conscious 
curriculum, students articulated a desire to be culturally unique. This was 
particularly true of many White students who declared that they were interested in 
claiming a racial, ethnic, or cultural identity different from the identity with which 
they self-identified on the demographic survey filled out at the beginning of the 
school year or the identity they claimed in interviews. In fact, many White 
students used the activities in the race-conscious curriculum to imagine, 
hybridize, remix, or borrow their racial, ethnic, and cultural identities rather than 
merely assert their whiteness. In doing so, White students were able to “try on” 
identities in order to help them define who they are and how they see themselves. 
This in turn allowed the White students to carve out and establish a new or 
different identity, as well as relate to the ethnic and linguistic diversity of their 
classmates.  
Many White students stated that their racial identity was “normal.” 
Several students expressed this sentiment openly, especially during the research 
paper unit. But, rather than positing themselves in defiant positions towards their 
racial identity, the White students in the class saw their whiteness as “boring” or 
“nothing too exciting” and longed to have a more “unique” or definitive identity 
beyond their whiteness. For some students, it simply was not enough to be White. 
They wanted to see themselves as different and showed disappointment and, on 
occasion, shame about their White identity. As a result, some White students 
chose to mesh their identity with another identity, change up their own identity, or 
borrow an identity from others.  
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On one occasion during the research paper unit, I sat in the hallway with 
Cindy to fill her in on what she missed when she was absent the day prior. As we 
had done in class the day before, I explained the research paper prompt again and 
posed a few questions for her to think about and for her to consider asking the 
family member she planned to interview. I encouraged her to think about how she 
identified racially and ethnically and how her background or culture has 
influenced who she is today. Cindy looked at me from across the hallway with her 
hands resting on her knees and said, “My family isn’t special. We don’t do 
anything unique and we definitely aren’t anything special. I don’t even know 
where my family is from….” When prompted to think about some events or 
traditions in her family, she insisted, “We don’t do anything. We don’t have any 
traditions. I don’t know… we’re just boring. We’re just normal….” During 
another class period as part of the research paper unit, I crouched down by 
Gennifer, a White female student, and asked her to explain the direction she 
wanted to go with her paper. She said, “I don’t know, Ms. D. I’m stuck. My 
family is just so boring. I wish we were more unique or there was something 
special to say about us.” Gennifer’s mother called the classroom teacher later that 
week to explain to her that Gennifer’s family was going through a tough time with 
family and that this paper topic was difficult for her for this reason. Ms. Montañez 
responded by encouraging both Gennifer and her mother to see the topic more 
broadly and to write about the aspects of her family that she was comfortable 
writing about at that point in her life.  
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There were also a few White students during the study who expressed a 
desire to have a different skin color or who claimed that they related best to a 
different racial or ethnic group. These students borrowed or imagined a 
hybridized identity. An imagined hybridized identity is an identity-making process 
where individuals cross their own and others’ racial or ethnic identities to form a 
new, idealized version of the self. For instance, Emma, a White student, walked in 
the doorway one day during the passing period and proclaimed that she wanted to 
be Black. She explained to a multiethnic group of peers surrounding her, “I’m a 
racist, but in the other way. I WANT to be Black.” Students laughed. Later that 
week, when the research paper prompt was introduced to the class, three White 
female students joked in the back corner of the room. They ribbed Emma about 
her potential topic choice for her research paper. Cara said, “Emma, you can’t 
write about being Black. You’re NOT Black! You know that, right?” Another 
White student, Cory, responded to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay “Self-Reliance” 
by declaring how he likes to be a non-conformist. After describing some of the 
reasons why, he said to Kayla, a girl seated next to him, “You always say I only 
make fun of White people!” Kayla replied, “It’s true! You do!” Cory said, “I can’t 
help it. It’s too easy to make fun of White people!” Burt, another White student, 
asked about race, last names, and relationships during the research paper unit. He 
called me over to his computer as we were researching our racial and ethnic 
identity online and said: 
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Ms. D., why is it that when I search my last name there are lots of Black 
people with the same last name? How does that work? How do Black 
people and White people end up with the same last name?  
As I attempted to explain the many reasons why Blacks and Whites end up with 
the same last name, Burt looked up at me and said, “So, is it possible for me to be 
related to a Black person? ‘Cause you know (rubbing his arms), I’m not Black. 
But that would be cool….” Perry claimed that he was more “fascinated” by 
Mexican culture than his whiteness. On several occasions throughout the school 
year, Perry spoke with Ms. Montañez in Spanish. In fact, Ms. Montañez called 
him “Pablo” more often than “Perry” because that was what he liked to be called. 
He would talk to her about his favorite ranchera tunes and ask her questions about 
growing up on the Mexican-American border. Perry also wrote his fictional 
monologue from the perspective of a Mexican immigrant trying to make it to the 
United States. In this excerpt, Perry included Spanish phrases to embody the 
perspective of the Mexican immigrant. Even though Perry was resistant to writing 
about his own race and claimed that he did not have a racial identity, he was able 
to place himself in the position of a Mexican immigrant making the journey to the 
U.S. He wrote:  
I am a Mexican immigrant. I have a very tough life in Mexico. I don’t 
have a job and I’m very poor. Necesito ayuda. I heard that there is good 
work in the United States. Pero, how do I get there? I’ll have to get over 
the border and I have already talked to the guards of the border and they 
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are very cruel and will not let me thought the gates. Tonight I will go to 
America. Step by step, I will walk towards the fence to freedom…. 
As these students’ utterances demonstrate, there were several instances where 
White students expressed an interest in belonging to another race, in being related 
to someone of another race, or to connecting better to people of color. Many 
White students in the study built an imagined hybrid identity for themselves and 
claimed that this identity was more appealing than the “normalcy” or “dullness” 
of whiteness.   
Some White students even expressed their desire to remix or hybridize 
their identity by writing about a different race or ethnicity during the research 
paper unit. Karen, for example, had a strong desire to learn about other cultures. 
She claimed that her family tree was “wide, not tall,” so she decided to write a 
research paper entitled “Ignorance,” which discussed the cultural practices of 
Middle Easterners in the United States and the vast diversity amongst individuals 
who call themselves Middle Eastern. The research paper also attempted to debunk 
stereotypes of Middle Easterners as terrorists. She wrote: 
Even thought we as a society pride ourselves on being culturally diverse, 
we aren’t very accepting of people from different countries or races. One 
action of one very specific group of people can make a country have 
completed skewed ideas about an entire ethnic group. People forget that 
the Ku Klux Klan killed their fellow humans and Hitler, Stalin, and the 
Nazis used the word “exterminate” when referring to the murder of 
thousands of their fellow humans. 
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Tyler, another White student, explained during the research paper unit that he did 
not want to explore his family’s Irish history. He claimed that it was not 
“interesting” to him. Instead, he chose to write about his non-blood related step-
grandfather who hailed from India. In his essay, he explored Indian culture and 
explained what “being Indian” means to him and his grandfather. Tyler explained 
how his Indian-born grandfather has brought “culture to his life” and that he 
considers himself to “more Indian than anyone else I know.” Another student, 
Tanya, said she did not care much about her “real” racial or ethnic identity, so she 
opted to write about German culture, food, and dance because it “intrigued” her. 
White students imagined, borrowed, remixed, and hybridized their 
identities throughout the course of the school year, especially during the race-
conscious curriculum and in their research papers where they chose to explore 
ethnicities different than their own. To that end, many of the White students in the 
study claimed that it was every individual’s right to choose their identity or 
identities and how they express who they are. Early in the year, during the whole 
class discussion on hyphenated ethnic identities, several White students explained 
that it is not fair for an individual to have to claim to be “American” when they 
might see themselves as something more culturally “unique,” 
Max: “We’re selfish. We make people pick a citizenship.”  
Johnny: “We have these subcultures because we want to express our 
citizenship.”  
Scott: “But, if your parents are here and grandparents, you should give up 
other cultures.”  
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Kieran: “But, people want to be different, stand out!”  
Anna: “Yeah, Scott! You can’t choose. It takes away your diversity.”  
Hannah: “Yeah! It takes the fun away!”  
As this conversation highlights, students believed that individuals have some form 
of control over their racial and ethnic identity and to take that away would take 
away the diversity, citizenship, uniqueness, and playfulness of an individual’s 
identity. In the eyes of many White students, individuals are licensed to play with 
their identities and have the right to choose their own racial and ethnic identity, 
even if it departs from the color of their skin or the heritage of their family and 
ancestors. 
It could be argued that the White students who distanced themselves from 
their whiteness or embraced other racial and ethnic identities represent a radical 
departure from ideologies which state that Whites are unable to see past their own 
whiteness. It is possible that these students were aware of the privileges and 
power they possess as Whites and, instead, wanted to go outside themselves to fit 
in with their classmates of color. Having a “fun” or “different” identity was a 
unique form of cultural capital in Room 183 that White students used to “stand 
out” from their peers and move outside or beyond their whiteness. Connecting 
with a different racial or ethnic group was an exciting way for these students to 
respond to the growing plurality of the school and the surrounding community 
while simultaneously allowing them to safely try out a different or new identity.  
It is also possible that the White students who avoided writing and talking 
about their whiteness or who imagined hybridized identities did so in order to 
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avoid having to grapple with what it means to be privileged because of skin color. 
The process of imagining new identities allowed them to enact privilege as a 
member of the dominant racial group in the classroom. Tellingly, none of the 
White students in the study wrote about what it means to be White or tackled 
whiteness as a racial or ethnic identity in their research paper despite the fact that 
Ms. Montañez and I suggested this angle to the class several times. Instead, 
several White students opted to write about an ethnic identity that they did not 
self-report or claim to be their own through interviews, conversations, or the 
demographic survey administered at the beginning of the study. The White 
students in this study chose to write about their own or someone else’s ethnic 
identity by adopting the ethnicity that most piqued their interest, rather than 
exploring what it means to be part of a dominant racial group and what 
implications this may have on who they are and the opportunities or privileges 
they have been granted as a result.   
What this suggests is that although the White students were open to trying 
out new identities and were not shy about embracing other, alternative identities, 
many were subtly avoiding the complexities of race and the tough conversations 
that surround issues of privilege and power. Furthermore, their White identities 
afforded them the opportunity to wear or imagine other identities temporarily 
while reverting back to the privileges of whiteness. Because whiteness is an 
identity that marks privilege and power, students could cloak their whiteness to fit 
in to the multiethnic classroom setting while returning to their White identity 
when needed to exercise privileges. Students of color, as you will see in the next 
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section, (re-)asserted their racial and ethnic identities rather than changing or 
altering their identities. This was, in part, because they did not have the ability or 
interest in removing the mark of being a person of color and, therefore, felt 
compelled to acknowledge and assert their identities publically.   
(Re-)Asserting Racial and Ethnic Identity as a Person of Color in a Pluralist 
Classroom   
Although many of the White students in the study attempted to borrow, 
remix, or re-conceptualize imagined identities, students of color in the study (re-
)asserted and (re-)affirmed their racial or ethnic identities through everyday 
conversations, school talk, and school writing. Unlike the White students who 
sought out different identities to call their own, the students of color in Ms. 
Montañez’s classroom typically had an allegiance to their racial and ethnic 
heritage and seized hold of their position as a person of color in a largely White 
classroom by sharing their ethnic heritage and cultural practices with their 
classmates, with myself, and with Ms. Montañez.   
Gisela, a Mexican American student, is particularly emblematic of the 
ways in which students of color asserted their racial and ethnic identities through 
talk and writing. Gisela was reserved in day-to-day lessons during the traditional 
English language arts curriculum and often sat quietly and listened to her peers 
and to the teacher talk during class discussions. However, she broke out of this 
mold when she had the opportunity to talk about her ethnic identity. She 
explained in interviews, casual conversations, and during class activities that she 
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is proud of who she is and where she comes from. When asked to describe herself 
and her family, she said: 
My American friends say that my family is straight up Mexicans and it’s 
true. We listen to Mexican or music in Spanish, watch Spanish TV, eat 
Mexican food seven days a week and speak only Spanish in our house and 
we still keep our traditions alive. My parents were born into poor families, 
farming for a living, but they aren’t ashamed of that. They are still humble 
persons even though they have been able to live better.   
Gisela related that most of her family’s friends are also Mexican American and 
have many of the same cultural values and practices as her family. She explained:     
Most of our friends come from the same area as my parents [in Mexico] so 
that’s one thing we have in common. Most of them lived the same as my 
parents many years ago in Mexico before coming over here, so we live the 
same lifestyles. 
She credited her family with encouraging her to think about her racial and ethnic 
identity from an early age saying, “I’ve always thought about it just because I 
grew up knowing about my race. Traveling to Mexico every summer, speaking 
Spanish, and having my parents that never forget let me forget our roots and 
where I come from.” 
There were several instances where Gisela asserted her ethnic identity to 
others. On multiple occasions during the research paper unit, Gisela would walk 
up to Ms. Montañez and speak with her in Spanish. They would sit down and 
discuss potential research paper topics, folklórico, ranchera music, Mexican 
  220 
marriage customs, and other subjects involving Mexican culture. In English, in 
Spanish, and at times in both languages, Gisela and Ms. Montañez would spend 
several minutes talking, swapping family stories, and sharing details of their 
respective family’s cultural practices. Gisela also brought in photos of her 
quinceañera twice to share with the class during the race-conscious curriculum. 
She shared the photos with me and the teacher on one occasion. On another 
occasion Gisela stood up in front of the class, presented the photos to her peers, 
and passed them around the room for her peers to peruse. She said, “I have 
pictures of my quinceañera. It’s when I was presented to the society as a young 
lady.” Brianna asked, “So what’s the purpose of it?” Gisela said, “It’s when we 
mark our transition from childhood to womanhood.” Ms. Montañez encouraged 
Gisela to share more, “And who’s the ‘we’ you’re referring to?” Gisela replied, 
“Mexicans. My family’s from Mexico.” She then described the orange, flouncy 
ball gown she wore, pointing to the pictures as she described the dress, and 
explained the events that followed the ceremony, including a photo shoot, dinner, 
and dancing that lasted until the wee hours of the morning. For Gisela, who said 
she “loved” the race-conscious curriculum, the research paper, the structured 
discussions, and writing prompts about racial and ethnic identity offered her the 
opportunity to explore her heritage in depth and, above all, to affirm and claim her 
ethnicity in front of her peers.  
Andres, a Brazilian American student, also asserted his ethnic identity 
during the race-conscious curriculum. Much like Gisela, Andres did not speak up 
much in class. While Andres was more talkative with peers in class than Gisela, 
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he only occasionally offered his input on class discussions and participated in 
classroom activities sporadically. Although Andres did not proclaim his identity 
widely or in front of the class like Gisela, he often shared his ethnicity in one-on-
one conversations with his peers and in his writing. In his final research paper, he 
wrote about how fortunate he feels to hear stories of Brazilian culture and 
immigration from this father who emigrated to the U.S. from Brazil:  
History shows that American has always been a “melting pot,” a place for 
all people and cultures to come together. Even though we advertise this, it 
can be very hard to actually come to the U.S. and become an American. 
There are stories of immigrants overcoming the odds and traveling 
hundreds of miles to assimilate into our society. I am lucky enough to get 
to hear these stories straight from the horse’s mouth. My dad, a first 
generation Brazilian immigrant, regales me with stories of Brazil and tells 
me his own story of how he ended up in Sunshine City, where my 
Brazilian American family currently resides.  
Andres also wrote about the tribulations and triumphs his father faced as a 
Brazilian immigrant. He recounted how his father met his mother, an American, 
in France. It was there that they overcame their language barrier by speaking 
French with one another while they learned each other’s native tongue. Andres 
wrote about how his father worked his way slowly up the career ladder, from a 
janitor to a real estate agent, despite having little formal education in the United 
States. Andres concluded his essay by expressing his pride in his father and his 
Brazilian American heritage:  
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Even though my father has become a long-term U.S. resident, he has 
managed to hold on to his Brazilian culture and passes it on to my whole 
family. We hear stories of Brazil back when my dad was growing up and 
still visit whenever we can. I feel fortunate I am able to have such a close 
tie to my Brazilian heritage and am proud to be a Brazilian American.  
Gaagii, a half Navajo and half French student, also asserted his identity 
through the research paper. Although Gaagii did not talk often during official 
class activities, he used the research paper as an opportunity to discover the two 
different ethnicities he calls his own:    
The culture that we see all around us in every corner or crack or any part 
of land is what makes us who we are today. People all across the world are 
influenced by the geography of the land they settle on. With culture, we 
begin to form and mold the future. Many things affect who we are and 
where we come from, like the religion we grew up with or the region your 
ancestors grew up in. Even two very different cultures, the French and the 
Navajo, can mix to create a new, adaptive culture. Then, once this is done 
and every detail is dealt with, something as simple as a name can change 
we are. This is what I, Gaagii, believe in because who we are is what has 
been put together over generations. The French culture and Native 
American culture is what I am and Sunshine City is where I am from.  
At the end of his essay, he described how the research paper allowed him to 
connect his two ethnic identities. He stated that he is proud of his ethnic heritage 
and recognizes how his distinct ethnic identities help to make him who he is. 
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Gaagii wrote, “Through this research, I have found out much more about my 
heritage and ancestral background, connecting me to two powerful tribes within 
the Native American community and the lushness and vastness of French 
culture.”  
Ava, Halim, Minoo, and Sheeva, four students who described themselves 
as Middle Eastern, also affirmed and asserted their identities through writing and 
discussions with each other and with their non-Middle Eastern classmates. In one 
conversation that took place during the race-conscious curriculum, Minoo, who 
emigrated to the U.S. from Afghanistan, and Halim, whose parents emigrated 
from Uzbekistan, debated what it means to be “American” and “Americanized.” 
Halim caught my eye from across the room and waved me over to his desk. When 
I arrived, he asked, “Ms. D., if you’re born in the US, wouldn’t you say you’ve 
been Americanized?” I said, “It depends on your parents and their connection to 
their home country.” Halim looked at Minoo and said, “See! I told you!” Minoo 
replied, “Yeah, but it doesn’t mean you’re American just because you’ve been 
Americanized.” Minoo went on to explain that her and Halim may live in the 
United States and may have been Americanized in the way they dress and talk, 
but that they are not necessarily American because they maintain the cultural 
practices of their ethnic group and home countries.  
In Minoo’s research paper, she wrote about her pride in Afghani culture 
despite the distance between the United States and her native country:  
The most I’ve ever been to Afghanistan is when I was about a year and 
half and we were visiting our family because one of my cousins was 
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getting married. Today, I am seventeen years old and haven’t been there 
since. Yet my language, religion, and the traditions us Afghans have still 
lies within us. No matter how long I’ve been here I still haven’t forgotten 
who I am or where I came from.  
She concluded her essay by calling on the voice of her Afghani father and 
asserting her loyalty to her native roots:  
No matter how long we’ve been in America we still haven’t gone astray 
from our religion or identity. Like my dad says, “No matter where you are, 
where you’re going, who you’re doing with, do not ever forget where you 
came from.” 
Minoo’s commitment to her ethnicity, to her family, to their cultural practices 
strongly emerged during the research paper process.  
Halim wrote his research paper about the importance of language, religion, 
and education for fellow Uzbeks and Middle Easterners and for his family. He 
began his essay by stating:  
Culture has constructed our moral character and positioned us into how we 
approach the world in our everyday lives. Celebrating traditions, having 
faith in our religion, and being proud of the languages you speak shows 
the appearance of an individual. Middle Eastern culture has a very diverse 
population, which is found all over the world, including the United States. 
Throughout the years, Middle Eastern culture has had an extraordinary 
impact on society through different traditions and religious beliefs.   
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When the research paper unit concluded, he asked to read the conclusion of his 
paper in front of the class. In the excerpt, he emphasized the importance of 
maintaining his ethnic culture and his commitment to family. He read: 
I have realized that my culture is based on many of the important things in 
life. Celebrating traditions with my family, going to school to have an 
education that I can use later in life, keeping in touch with the languages I 
speak, and surrendering myself to my religion honestly shows the 
importance of my culture. Seeing that my heritage is important, I have 
come to understand the actual meaning of my family. Without culture, the 
importance of family and life is non-existent.  
Halim then described his ethnicity and some of the languages he speaks to his 
peers. He explained:   
I speak Russian, English, and I used to speak Hebrew, but I forgot how. 
My dad’s from Uzbekistan and my mom’s from Tajikistan. I consider 
myself Middle Eastern. They’ve been here for 21 years. It’s been hard on 
my parents having to learn English. It wasn’t easy. I had to translate for 
them growing up. But, I’m proud of who I am.  
Sheeva, another Middle Eastern student from Afghanistan, often 
passionately spoke with her peers about society’s misconceptions of Afghanistan. 
She even agreed to be interviewed by Karen for her research paper on Middle 
Eastern immigrants. Sheeva said in her interview that she tried to be an advocate 
for Afghanistan and attempted to dispel myths about the country because there is 
a lot of “ignorance” about her people. As the research paper unit ended, she 
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echoed this sentiment to the class by claiming, “It’s not ‘OMG’ in Afghanistan. 
It’s not all war. War isn’t important [to us]. People are good to each other. We 
take care of each other.”  
Ava, a Palestinian, also frequently shared her ethnic heritage with her 
peers. She talked in casual conversations and in structured classroom discussions 
about smoking hookah with family, which she said was acceptable in her family 
and culture but recognized how taboo it is for some in the United States. Ava also 
chatted about baklava dessert, the fasting month of Ramadan, and her parents’ 
strict Palestinian values. She brought in her belly dancing skirt one day and wore 
it during class, shimmying and shaking for her peers. She said, laughing, “When 
we were younger, we all wanted to be belly dancers!” In her research paper, she 
wrote about her dedication to her family’s cultural practices:  
I am an Arab American and I am proud of who I am. We live in America 
now, but we strongly keep our traditions right by us. People have their 
own views of Arabs and who we are. Some say that we are all terrorists 
and we are all bad people, but really we are able to live in America and 
enjoy the culture here and still never lose sight of who we truly are.  
Gisela, Andres, Gaagii, and several Middle Eastern students in Ms. Montañez’s 
class (re-)asserted and (re-)affirmed their ethnic identities by talking with their 
peers, with Montañez, and with myself, by sharing their cultural practices with 
one another, by showcasing their culture in front of the class, and by arguing for 
the preservation of their heritage in the research paper.   
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However, with students’ convictions about their ethnic identities came the 
realities of balancing two or more identities in a state and country that has a 
complex history with people of color. In a conversation with Manuela, a Mexican 
American, she described her commitment to both of her ethnic identities. Manuela 
was born in the United States but raised in Mexico and said she “shares pride with 
both.” She proclaimed that she is “Mexican but proud of America” and that she 
works hard to “balance both.” Gisela said in an interview that although she is 
proud of her identity, she knows that it is not always easy to navigate and 
negotiate her dual identities. She wrote in a writing workshop activity during the 
research paper unit that she “loves” both the United States and Mexico, but that 
she would be lying to herself if she said she did not “prefer” Mexico. In an 
interview, she offered a personal anecdote that demonstrated her awareness of the 
complexities of negotiating two cultures. She said: 
It’s complicated though when it comes to going grocery shopping because 
my mom is used to cooking traditional Mexican food, so we always have 
to go all the way to get the Mexican products and spices she uses. Also, 
when it comes to having parties, it is difficult. We like having parties with 
loud music but we can’t because neighbors are always calling the cops on 
us, even if it’s barely around 8pm and so now we prefer to not even have 
big parties. 
Gisela went on to recount one particularly difficult experience she had with racial 
discrimination as a 12 year old. Gisela explained: 
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One memory I have of that lady that I’ll never forget was when I was like 
in 6th grade. There were a lot of Hispanic kids around my age living in my 
neighborhood back then and we loved playing outside. We were playing 
hide-and-go seek and a few friends and I ran to the alley. We were back 
there when the lady came out and she yelled at us. I still remember her 
words, “You Mexicans! Get out of here! Go back to your country. You 
illegals don’t belong here,” something like that. Back then we were only 
like 12 years old and we weren’t doing anything bad. We were just 
playing, but she was really mad and that day she said everything she had 
wanted to tell us.  
Another student, Kaleo, who identified as half Hawaiian and half Native 
American, addressed the social and religious oppression his people have faced 
due to colonialism by European Americans in his research paper. Kaleo also 
described the resiliency of Hawaiian and Native American peoples. He concluded 
his essay:  
Clearly the Native Americans and Hawaiians are similar in almost every 
way. They are two different heritages that both had to suffer through the 
constant flow of immigrants. They also had to deal with the United States 
taking over their land. Even though, through all of that, they still possess 
traditional roots and customs. They still have values, even through the 
dark times they suffered from their societies being converted to different 
religions and ultimately becoming accustomed to American society. They 
still find ways to be happy with where they are in this world and happy 
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about their places in history. Through thick and thin, the Native 
Americans and Hawaiians still, to this day, are customary and modest 
people. 
For Manuela, Gisela, and Kaleo, who all stated that they valued their multiple 
identities, there were disadvantages associated with being a member of a non-
dominant group in the state where the study took place and, more broadly, in the 
United States. These disadvantages included cultural misunderstandings, lack of 
access to resources of cultural value, discrimination, and the social and cultural 
consequences of colonialism. 
Jayson, a White student, explained in an interview that he had noticed that 
students of color, specifically Mexican Americans, at Cactus Ridge have learned 
to find a balance between socializing with other Hispanic students and with 
students outside of their ethnic group. He said, “We have a pretty large 
community of Hispanics here. A lot of Mexicans really stay together, but I also 
see them talking to other people and people of other races. I don’t think they try to 
segregate themselves.” Gisela and other students of color recognized the 
balancing acts they were forced to address because of their ethnic identities. There 
were also White students, like Jayson, who acknowledged, recognized, and 
confirmed that the process of balancing two or more identities was challenging 
and required additional effort by the students of color to integrate into the Cactus 
Ridge and Sunshine City communities.    
Unlike many of the White students who tried out different racial or ethnic 
identities, the students of color in the classroom (re-)affirmed and (re-)asserted 
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their identities by sharing their cultures with myself, with their teacher, and with 
their peers. It could be argued that the students of color in the class could not “try 
out” identities like the White students because they were already marked as a 
person of color. Constructing new, hybrid identities or attempting to be seen as 
something different may not have been an option. It is also possible that the 
growing number of persons of color at Cactus Ridge could have influenced 
students’ decisions to affirm their identity. While none of the students of color 
specifically cited the growing racial and ethnic diversity at Cactus Ridge as an 
impetus in their decision to assert their identities, the changing demographics 
surrounding them was likely a factor in their willingness to share their identities 
with others. Because there were several Mexican American and Middle Eastern 
students in the class, it is possible that these groups of students felt comfortable 
not only sharing their identities through writing but also vetting their identities in 
front of their peers and opening themselves up to the opinions of their White 
peers. Furthermore, peers’ willingness to embrace conversations about diversity, 
to listen to the perspectives of students of color, and to participate in the race-
conscious curriculum may have given the students of color the wherewithal to 
voice their identities and to demonstrate their loyalty to their racial and ethnic 
identities in the social space of the classroom.  
“Let’s Have a Celebration Day!”: Leaning Towards a 
Conscious/Conscientious Way of Living  
When Ms. Montañez and I designed the race-conscious literacy 
curriculum, we had planned to end the unit by giving students the opportunity to 
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chat with one another in small groups to discuss what they learned during the 
research and writing process. We had not organized a large culminating event of 
any kind, but, at the beginning of class one day near the end of the unit, Max 
shouted to the class, “Let’s have a celebration day!” Perry turned to Ms. 
Montañez and said, “Yeah! Let’s celebrate your Mexican heritage!” As students 
laughed at Perry’s comment and his interest in Mexican culture, Ava proclaimed, 
“I know! Let’s have a day where we all bring in food from our home countries.” 
Minoo said, “I was hoping we’d get to share this with classmates!” Ms. Montañez 
then nodded her head to students showing them that she thought the celebration 
day would be a worthwhile activity. Students then began to turn to one another 
around the room to talk about what foods or cultural artifacts they might share 
with the class. “Let’s have a celebration day” became a rallying phrase that 
students uttered over and over before the end of the race-conscious curriculum. 
On the day of the celebration, students bustled about the room and nibbled 
on foods while preparing to share what they learned about their ethnic heritage 
with the class. Before students had the opportunity to share their stories, Jayson 
asked Ms. Montañez and me to share our ethnic backgrounds. Ms. Montañez went 
on to tell the story of her Mexican family growing up in a border town of Arizona 
and having to learn English. She shared with the class how hard it was for her to 
acclimate and acculturate to American practices and to the English language. Ms. 
Montañez emphasized how “important it is to set goals and to believe that you can 
become something, even when you come from very little.” She said that she is 
often asked why she does not teach English as a Second Language, to which she 
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replies, “All students need help and all students need to learn to overcome their 
struggles and to set goals for themselves.” She then went on to describe her 
husband, who hails from a border town in Mexico, and her traditional wedding 
held in Mexico. The students then asked about my background. I told them about 
my Azorean and European American ancestry, the Portuguese food we eat as a 
family, and the privileges I felt I have had in my lifetime because of my ancestry 
and skin color.  
The students then stood up in front of the class and shared an artifact, a 
portion of their essay, or something they learned about their race or ethnicity 
during the research paper process. April, a student who identified as Hispanic and 
Cuban American, shared a story about her grandpa growing up in Cuba. She said 
he does not remember much of his childhood in Cuba, only that he played a lot of 
baseball. April commented that it was ironic that he grew up playing the 
“stereotypical” Cuban sport but also acknowledged that baseball is an important 
part of Cuban culture. She said she learned from her grandfather to be aware of 
the past and to appreciate where her family has been and where it is going. Pablo, 
a Columbian-Guatemalan American, said, “My dad is from Columbia. It’s a 
beautiful place, but not so safe. And, you know… [rubbing his arm] I just want to 
say that I’m not Mexican just ‘cause I’m Brown. I’m Columbian and 
Guatemalan.” Sherry, a White student whose parents came from Sweden to the 
United States, showed off her detailed family tree to the class. Johnny walked to 
the front of class and showed his Irish coat of arms, family tree, census 
information, and pictures. He said his Irish immigrant family is a “true rags to 
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riches story.” Johnny then took out some Irish soda bread and told the story of 
soda bread and how it represents an act of defiance by the Irish over the British. 
Jerry said he was disappointed that he could not find much information about the 
Black side of his family but was pleased that he found information on the other 
side of his family. He then shared a photo of his great-grandfather, a White 
missionary and medical doctor who lived in China, and passed it around for his 
peers to see. Jayson stood up and proclaimed to the class, “First, I want to say that 
I belong to the Campbell clan in Scotland, and I’m proud of that fact!” He then 
read a small portion of his essay, which detailed why clans are important in 
Scotland. Hector, a Mexican American student, told the class that he learned that 
his family has a much different lineage than he ever expected and that he is proud 
of his ethnicity and ancestry. He said, “I found out through this research that my 
family was royalty in Spain. My parents are both from Mexico and we’re 
Mexican American.” Ray shared his Italian American heritage with the class by 
showing off a picture of his great-great-great-grandpa’s uncle who was a cardinal 
at the Vatican. He told a story about how his Italian relative got kicked out of his 
position by the Spanish king in 1612. He said, “It’s pretty cool because they found 
the direct lineage of Francisco, the cardinal, all the way through to me.” 
While many of the students talked freely about race and ethnicity, offered 
alternative, progressive perspectives on how race operates in the United States, 
and celebrated their own and others’ racial and ethnic identities, there were still a 
few students who expressed colorblind, resistant beliefs or engaged in racist 
discourse. Some students uttered jokes about race while others negotiated or 
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affirmed their racial or ethnic identities. Aside from the divergent ways in which 
students wrote and talked about race in the classroom, during my eight months at 
Cactus Ridge, many of the 65 students stated that they were open to talking about 
race and were actively trying to learn not to judge others. Most students expressed 
a willingness to learn and listen to others’ perspectives and were comfortable with 
engaging in a discursive middle ground where “conflict” or challenging 
discussions about race and racism were welcome. The phrase “let’s have a 
celebration day” exemplified students’ readiness to participate in discourse on 
race, ethnicity, and equity.  
Of course, it is possible that students simply wanted to take part in a 
celebration day and the other race-conscious activities like the fictional 
monologue, the silent discussion, the multimedia video clip activities, and the 
research paper unit because they were a departure from the usual lectures or 
literature many students become accustom to in traditional English language arts 
classrooms. These events may have been more “fun” for students than 
conventional classroom activities, but the reality that students were eager to 
engage in conversations about race and to find their own and others’ racial and 
ethnic identities so worthy of writing, research, and discussion demonstrates that 
there was something happening in Room 183 beyond having “fun.”  
Furthermore, students were not only interested in taking part in the race-
conscious activities. For many students, their commitment to diversity moved 
beyond and outside the curriculum. Students articulated that regardless of their 
personal feelings towards race and racism they were trying to be more open-
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minded towards others. Sarah explained how she is going through a 
transformative process to learn to not judge people by their skin color or by the 
way they dress. She said: 
I’ve definitely judged people by appearance. I’m trying to work this year 
to talk to people I would normally judge to see if I’m right or wrong about 
my judgment. I hope I’m wrong, so that they’re nice and you can become 
friends with them. I think it’s better to have friends of all different kinds of 
backgrounds because then it makes you a more well-rounded person and 
you see different perspectives and you’re not just getting one side all the 
time.  
When I asked Sarah what made her want to make these changes in her life, she 
cited Ms. Montañez’s class and the curriculum, her revelations about the 
judgmental nature of individuals in North Sunshine City, as well as the 
“hypocrisy” of the Catholic Church, of which she is a member. She said that these 
three sources have been catalysts to encourage her to be more open-minded to 
those around her and to think through these pressing social issues. Jerry explained 
his desire to see people as people, rather than judging them based upon 
appearances. He said, “When we get down to it, this is just my belief, we’re all 
human beings. It shouldn’t be anything different.” In the silent discussion, a 
student wrote about the importance of believing in the power of equality and 
justice for everyone, “Everyone has the right to equality and should be given 
equal opportunities no matter where you came from. We have to all agree on this 
for this to happen.” Students like Sarah and Jerry expressed a readiness to 
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embrace a more open-minded, tolerant way of living, which included breaking 
down personal stereotypes, finding the humanity in others, and embracing notions 
of equality and fairness.  
Although many students did not explicitly express anti-racist sentiments 
during the course of the study and there were times when students’ engaged in 
colorblind and racist discourse, students talked about these issues with peers, with 
myself, and with the classroom teacher and were comfortable enough with the 
topic and class environment to discuss and write about race, racism, and 
discrimination. In fact, I would not describe any of the full class conversations 
about race as difficult to initiate or forced. The discussions came naturally to them 
and students were generally eager to participate. Moreover, students tried to be 
receptive of others’ beliefs and respectfully interacted with one another. While 
students debated throughout the year about these issues and there was rarely a 
consensus on any issue, there were never any quarrels or fights among students. 
Not all of the students agreed with one another’s comments, but there were very 
few students who seemed reticent to discuss or write about race with one another 
and almost all students were willing to hear others’ points of view about race.  
Ms. Montañez’s students actively conversed and wrote about these issues 
when given the time and opportunity and few were colormute, unable, or 
unwilling to write or talk about race in one form or another. Indeed, I walked 
away from Cactus Ridge feeling that students had engaged in a candid exchange 
of perspectives about race throughout the school year, particularly during the 
race-conscious curriculum. In any given structured classroom discussion, a dozen 
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or more students would participate and many others would make casual 
comments about the topic to those sitting around them. When students were given 
writing prompts related to race, many immediately took to the paper and began 
writing down their thoughts. If anything prevented students from talking about 
race in the classroom, it was time. On several occasions, students waved their 
hands in the air, prepared to make a comment, but did not have time because the 
50-minute class period was coming to an end. This speaks against perceptions that 
most students, particularly White students, skirt issues of race and racism in the 
classroom. This also suggests that students of color, even when situated in a 
classroom primarily of Whites, are willing to talk about race despite being a 
member of the non-dominant racial group in the class.  
Students’ utterances and actions demonstrate that they were angling 
towards more conscious and conscientious ways of living. These youth served as 
living loci where racial, ethnic, and cultural sources converged and ultimately 
pointed them towards a more open way of living and relating to others (Bakhtin, 
1981). To that end, the shifting demographics of the Cactus Ridge and Sunshine 
City communities may have permitted more perspectives and voices to be deemed 
acceptable in the classroom, which made it possible for students to explicitly 
discuss race amongst their peers. The growing racial, ethnic, and linguistic 
diversity in the school could have had an influence on students’ willingness to 
write and talk about race. The demographic make-up of the students in the 
classroom, which was largely White but with some ethnic and linguistic diversity, 
may have facilitated an openness that might not have otherwise been possible in a 
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class largely dominated by one racial or ethnic group where students may have 
kept quiet or their voices may have been stifled. Although most of the class 
identified as White, there was diversity within and among each racial and ethnic 
group. For example, a few students who claimed to be White also identified as 
Czech, French, Swedish, and a number of other ethnicities or nationalities. Other 
students who were Hispanic identified as Guatemalan or Honduran or claimed a 
state in Mexico as part of their identity. Students fluently spoke a number of 
languages, such as English, Farsi, Russian, Spanish, and French, and believed that 
these languages were an important part of their ethnic identity. The diversity in 
the classroom gave students permission to connect with and draw upon different 
voices, perspectives, and identities when writing and talking about race in the 
classroom.  
Furthermore, students generally expressed positive attitudes about the 
activities related to race and racism and appreciated the time and space Ms. 
Montañez made in the 11
th
-grade English class for the curriculum. This is not to 
say that this small curricular intervention eliminated students’ racist discourse, 
removed colorblind perspectives, or completely transformed their beliefs about 
race. However, students’ responses to race in the classroom show that they were 
beginning to think deeply about the larger social phenomena of race and racism. 
Rather than seeing the structured discussions and writing prompts as a waste of 
time or something they could not relate to, many students threw themselves into 
the curriculum and only occasionally expressed resistance, disinterest, or 
disengagement. Students took ownership over activity devoted to race by fully 
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participating and by not completely detaching themselves from their privileges, 
practices, and cultural narratives. Although this curriculum was not a panacea that 
eliminated racial woes or transformed students’ lives, as these students continue 
through life, I believe cultural enlightenment, self-actualization, and racial 
awareness are real possibilities. Their willingness to learn, participate, and discuss 
race, regardless of their current sentiments towards the subject, suggests that they 
were open to racial acceptance. Students were aware of the world around them 
and, if they were not aware, they were open to learning to be more aware. To that 
end, students chose to construct a collective, discursive space, intentionally or 
unintentionally, where they could listen, respect, and attempt to understand one 
another’s points of view about race through humor and identity. More broadly, 
youth who live or learn in diverse environments likely lean towards conscious and 
conscientious ways of living.  
Words and language can serve as a powerful conduit through which 
students can delve into critical conversations, build commonalities, test out 
boundaries, and forge positive relationships with other students. Discourse on 
race, particularly when supported by culturally relevant, race-conscious 
curriculum, humanizes students’ realities and differences. Ultimately, the students 
at Cactus Ridge demonstrate that consciousness and conscientiousness about race 
are possible when students are explicitly asked to write and talk about race, 
ethnicity, and equity with one another in the classroom. As I will describe in the 
following chapter, the English language arts classroom has added potential to shift 
students’ perspectives about race and racism and can serve as a testing ground for 
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students to build a more democratic and equitable way of living and  moving 
through the world. The teacher, her pedagogical practices, and her curricular 
choices were an integral part of helping students move towards race-
consciousness.  
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Chapter 6 
Cultivating Social Justice, Cultural Acceptance, and Curricular Equanimity 
in the English Language Arts Classroom 
A fully functional multiracial society cannot be achieved without a sense 
of history and open, honest dialogue. –Cornel West, The Cornel West 
Reader 
 
In many ways I began this study over a decade ago when I was an 
undergraduate pre-service English teacher and started to examine how race 
operates in the context of the literacy classroom. I carried these queries about race 
in the classroom with me into my years of teaching as a high school English 
teacher where I often heard students spewing racial epithets at one another, 
leaving me to ponder the ways in which I was implicated in racial divides not 
only as a White woman, but also as a teacher invested in literacy education and 
the power of language. My questions and concerns about race in the English 
classroom have stayed with me through my Ph.D. coursework and today as I close 
this dissertation and move onto future studies involving race, language, and 
literacy. But, as much as spaces, places, and people have changed over the years, 
in many ways, little has changed with regards to race in the classroom because 
race is a topic that is still not as openly and candidly integrated into schools as it 
could be. There are still significant gaps on achievement measures between 
students of color and their White counterparts (Council of the Great City Schools, 
2010; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Lee, 2002) and high dropout, suspension, and 
expulsion rates for youth of color (Bonilla-Silva, 2010; Council of the Great City 
Schools, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). These issues continue to plague 
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our schools and society. Despite the ongoing influence of race and racism on 
schooling, the topic is too often not talked about in schools, beyond the narrow 
historical perspectives of race stemming from certain stakeholders within and 
beyond the field of education (Bolgatz, 2005; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; 
Morrison, 1992).  After all, courses exploring race and ethnicity are banned in P-
12 schools in the very state where this study took place. Race remains, as John 
Hope Franklin says, an educational enigma. It is my hope that this study 
represents a small, yet significant, step towards a more complex picture of the 
impact of literacy on race and schooling and, conversely, the impact of schooling 
on race and literacy. Furthermore, this study demonstrates that students, teachers, 
and researchers in the English classroom can move in the direction of racial 
awareness and consciousness, however slight, with careful, conscientious 
planning and execution of curriculum devoted to race.  
Working at the intersections of Bakhtin’s (1968, 1981, 1984, 1993) and 
Voloshinov’s (1976) theory of dialogism and Critical Race and Critical Education 
theories (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995; Freire, 2007; Kincheloe, 
2004; Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993; McLaren, 1998; Ladson-
Billings & Tate, 1995; Shor, 1992; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002), this study offers 
shifts that can help inform researchers’ and teachers’ understandings of race, 
language, and literacy in secondary schools. First, this study complicates our 
notions of how racial and ethnic identity operates in a largely White classroom 
with shifting demographics. In  many ways, this study’s findings diverge from 
previous research which suggests that White students tend to harbor colorblind or 
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colormute attitudes towards racial identity (for example, see Bonilla-Silva, 2009; 
Frankenberg, 1993; Lewis, 2001; McIntyre, 1997; Pollock, 2004a; Schofield, 
2009) while students of color grapple with issues of conformity, dissonance, or 
self- or group-depreciation because of internalized racial stereotypes and negative 
societal images (West, 1993; for example, see Atkinson, Morten, & Sue, 1989; 
Camangian, 2009; Fanon, 1967; Freire, 2007; Helms, 1993, 1995). This study 
suggests that White students imagined, remixed, borrowed, or shifted their racial 
or ethnic identities while students of color asserted their identities through writing 
and discussion activities in the context of the English classroom. Because these 
findings provide a unique perspective on how racial and ethnic identity operate 
when students are engaged in literacy activities, this research offers a new portrait 
of how students see their own racial and ethnic identities in predominately White 
schools and classrooms with shifting demographics and the ways in which 
reading, writing, and discussion can facilitate and foster this process.  
The evidence in this study also suggests that students were interested in 
learning about other races and ethnicities and, at minimum, exposing themselves 
to the cultural plurality that exists in the classroom and beyond. This study was 
not intended to be a traditional intervention, and by no means did this curriculum 
suspend or eliminate racist sentiments students held, which was likely due to the 
constraints placed upon the teacher and thus me as a researcher. Nevertheless, 
students were open to discussions about race and generally embraced the reading, 
writing, and discussion activities in a way that superseded my original 
expectations and assumptions relating to colorblindness and colormuteness. 
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Furthermore, this study highlights the importance of bringing critical education, 
specifically race-conscious literacy activities, to the forefront of English 
classrooms where structured conversation and carefully crafted writing prompts 
can facilitate open discussions on racial and ethnic identity, conversations that 
might otherwise be muted in the context of a traditional English curriculum. 
Providing a forum for students to discuss race helps initiate a positive ripple effect 
that can empower students and eventually support them as they become agents of 
change against racism (Tatum, 1992).  
This study’s findings also imply that students’ racial and ethnic identities 
are not static and that students are constantly in the process of re-casting and re-
visiting who they are and how they see themselves. Although I have offered 
windows into the lives and identities of five specific students and the classroom 
teacher throughout this dissertation, to suggest an image of any one of these 
students as singularly colorblind, resistant, or as categorically tolerant or 
intolerant would not be fair to the dynamic processes students were undergoing as 
a result of the curriculum and the shifting demographics at Cactus Ridge and in 
the larger Sunshine City community. There were instances where students 
identified their race or ethnicity in a particular way on one day, only to change 
that identity the following day, suggesting that many of the youth in this study 
were in the process of exploring their identity and the curriculum may have 
supported or fostered further examination of identity.  
Moreover, this study illuminates the powerful role a teacher plays in the 
kinds of learning that occurs in the classroom and offers one model of an English 
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language arts curriculum that teachers can adopt and adapt to teach race. It is 
possible for teachers to bring race-consciousness to the forefront of students’ 
minds through classroom curriculum. By re-tooling the traditional English 
language arts core content, by using verbal tactics to heighten students’ awareness 
of social issues, and by giving students the opportunity to write and talk about 
race in a way they may never have before, English and literacy education can be a 
powerful channel for youth as they work towards social consciousness and 
individual liberation (Freire, 2007; Morrell, 2005).  
Envisioning Qualitative Research Anew: The Power of Collective Research 
Teams  
As I have illustrated throughout this dissertation, researchers are 
constantly faced with choices. This was certainly the case in this study. The 
external forces that Ms. Montañez faced daily placed me, as a researcher, in an 
ethical dilemma because I was compelled to cede some of my expectations for 
what students would do in the classroom as part of the curriculum. Fighting the 
reality of impending budget cuts and the teacher’s potential loss of employment 
was challenging. Arizona House Bill 2281 was fixed in my mind and loomed over 
our work in the classroom. A single piece of legislation served as a constant 
reminder of the limitations of this kind of work and the challenges of bringing 
race into a state and a community that has arguably resisted addressing its shifting 
demographics and ongoing concerns related to race. Teaching for race-
consciousness and transformation in a community that accepts this kind of work is 
possible, but there are tangible constraints when the teacher and students are in a 
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political, educational, and economic panopticon (Foucault, 1995). This study may 
have been vastly different in a more progressive community or state where this 
kind of curriculum is accepted. Furthermore, this work may have turned out 
differently in an equally politically conservative state where there are no legal 
ramifications for curriculum devoted to race and ethnicity.  
Every day during the study I asked myself: Do I push the teacher and 
students to engage in critical, sustained work on race at the risk of fueling a 
firestorm in the community? Do I jeopardize the functional and effective working 
relationship I have with Ms. Montañez? Do I push for more modern and 
contemporary literature about race when the teacher has professional and personal 
ties to the literary canon? Do I push back against changes made to the curriculum? 
Do I potentially put the teacher at risk of losing her job by gently nudging her to 
explore race in a more sustained manner? As Peshkin (1993), Paris (2011), 
Morrell (2004), and others have argued, there is an ethical imperative in 
qualitative research that requires that our inquiries involve consciousness-raising, 
as well as the construction of nurturing, respectful relationships between 
researchers and participants. These relationships of dignity and care are ethically 
necessary and can enhance the validity of the truths we uncover through 
qualitative research (Paris, 2011). Furthermore, because of the power of the media 
in modern day America, local issues that receive coverage can quickly swell into 
lawsuits, political quandaries, and national attention. As a qualitative researcher 
concerned with ethics, I decided it was important to not overstep my boundaries. 
The classroom teacher was incredibly generous in allowing me access to her 
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classroom and for supporting this study, and, as a result, I knew I needed to return 
the generosity she offered me by not pushing her into a precarious situation. The 
original intent of this study was to co-design and co-teach a race-conscious 
curriculum. As such, I felt an obligation to protect the collaborative alliance we 
had formed by not damaging our relationship or sparking a lawsuit from the state 
of Arizona. Although the collaboration was not always a 50/50 effort, I needed to 
respect her classroom space and the difficult circumstances and pressures she 
faced as a classroom teacher.   
Despite the challenges and the external pressures that controlled and 
mediated the decisions made in the classroom, Ms. Montañez and I made a 
powerful collective research team. A collective research team is a group of 
researchers and teachers who serve as allies and work towards a common set of 
goals, specifically the greater good of students and the public at large. Ms. 
Montañez and I may not have had all of our needs and expectations met at all 
times, but we worked closely and with best intentions to support student learning 
and to encourage critical thinking about race and social justice in the English 
language arts classroom. Struggles are real, natural, and necessary in collective 
research, particularly when designing a curriculum that involves race. That is 
precisely what occurred in this study. The curriculum may not have transformed 
or revolutionized students’ notions about their own or others’ racial or ethnic 
identity. However, many of them enjoyed talking and writing about these issues 
and no students openly claimed that the issues were irrelevant or unimportant to 
their lives. Indeed, students were generally interested in learning about their own 
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and others’ racial and ethnic identities or, at minimum, enjoyed discussing these 
issues publically. The writing and discussion activities Ms. Montañez and I 
planned served as a conduit for lively conversations with students about race and 
ethnicity. What was transformative, perhaps, is the collaboration that took place 
between the teacher, students, and the researcher. The process of co-designing and 
co-implementing a curriculum was not easy or seamless, but students stated they 
were overwhelmingly pleased to have two teachers in the classroom. Regarding 
the race-conscious curriculum and the teaching processes that resulted, Jayson 
stated: 
I would like to say I loved, honestly, having two teachers. Not only 
because it was an extra helping hand if Ms M. was busy, but because you 
taught a lot! For instance, you introduced us to the research paper and you 
filled us in on every single bit, so it was lots of fun!  
On evaluations of the race-conscious curriculum, students expressed their positive 
experiences with the collaboration, claiming that our teaching styles were a 
“perfect” complement, which helped support their learning, or that that there was 
always someone there to help or add to the discussion. The fact that there were 
two individuals in the classroom who could offer support or guidance on the 
reading, writing, and discussion activities was greatly appreciated by nearly all 65 
students who participated in the study. This dissertation project demonstrates that 
ongoing, embedded research in classrooms makes for a more productive 
partnership than short-term studies or studies where the researcher is void from 
the classroom. Ms. Montañez and I wholly dedicated our time and energy to the 
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curriculum and to the students and, despite challenges, pitfalls, and struggles, we 
managed to form a strong collective research team committed to student learning 
and to opening up the seams of English language arts curriculum to include 
activities devoted to race, ethnicity, and justice.  
Bringing Cultural Acceptance and Curricular Equanimity to the Forefront 
of the English Language Arts Classroom: Moving Towards a Race-Conscious 
English Classroom  
Nothing is impossible when we work in solidarity with love, respect, and 
justice as our guiding lights. –Joe L. Kincheloe, Critical Pedagogy  
 
Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate 
integration of the younger generation into the logic of the present system 
and bring about conformity or it becomes the practice of freedom, the 
means by which men and women deal critically and creatively with reality 
and discover how to participate in the transformation of their world. –
Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed  
 
There are limitations to this study, and there are limitations to the 
dissertation genre. I had deadlines to meet to graduate and move forward with my 
career, thus ongoing examinations of these students and their perceptions of race 
beyond the year I spent in the classroom were not feasible within the parameters 
set before me. Real transformation is a long-term game with long-term goals, but 
I knew that I would have to move on from these students, the teacher, and the 
school. I had much more I wanted to learn from the teacher and the students 
connected to racial awareness in the English language arts classroom. But, I was 
not the only one who wanted to continue learning. The teacher and students said 
they felt the same way about me. On my last day in the classroom, as I walked out 
the door, the teacher frowned and asked me if I “sure” it was my last day. She 
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said wistfully, “If you read something cool and want to share it with me, please 
email me. Just… let’s keep in touch….” I earned a round of applause from 
students for my time spent in the classroom and several students thanked me, 
handing me cards and notes of appreciation, as they left the classroom and entered 
the busy hallways. I share these anecdotes not to glorify this work but to suggest 
that students’ opinions and identities related to race were not going to shift 
overnight and they were not going to fully transform over the course of one 
school year. Yet the power of collective research did make its mark on many 
students and a newfound desire for racial awareness may have ignited in at least a 
few students in the classroom, particularly students such as Jayson, Karen, Gisela, 
and Sarah. Transformation takes time and intentional, purposeful work from all 
parties involved. A total disavowal of colorblindness, colormuteness, and 
resistance towards race may have been the ideal outcome, but talking and writing 
about race in the English language arts classroom is a great place to begin, 
particularly when there is a teacher at the helm who is willing to take risks by 
bringing race into the classroom. In spite of the constraints of the dissertation 
exercise and the nature of transformative research, the race-consciousness 
curriculum served as one way to help students begin to consider some of the ways 
race operates in society.  
This work certainly has limitations, but a strong foundation for additional, 
related research on race-conscious curriculum in the English classroom has been 
established. Future studies might examine race and humor in the classroom to 
explore how and why students use humor the way they do and what ways teachers 
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can civilly and respectfully bring humor and race to the forefront of classrooms. 
Another study could examine the concept of the discursive middle ground using a 
methodological tool like Critical Discourse Analysis to understand the specific 
rhetorical strategies students use to find a safe, common space to talk about race. 
Future research could also explore English language arts teachers who “go there” 
or, conversely, are afraid to “go there” and talk about race in the classroom. 
Working closely with teachers like Ms. Montañez would be an ideal approach to 
constructing this type of project. Such a study could identify what conditions have 
to be met and what environment needs to be in place for an English teacher to 
want to “go there” with their students. This study could also examine what 
curricular and instructional decisions English language arts teachers make when 
discussing race in the classroom. Another possible study could research the 
shifting notions of racial and ethnic identity for students and what impact a 
multicultural school population might have on students’ willingness to try out 
new identities or to assert their own identity.  One final study that could further 
this research would chart the long-term impact of a race-conscious English 
curriculum, working with a group of teachers and following students through 
multiple years of high school. After all, transformation takes time and sustained 
work on race is needed to evolve our understandings of what is possible with a 
race-conscious curriculum and to revolutionize the ways we do (and do not) teach 
race in the classroom. With all of these suggested studies, I believe a collective 
research team needs to be in place, so that all stakeholders’ needs can be 
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considered and multiple parties can work together towards a common and greater 
good.  
This study and others like it serve as small steps toward race-conscious 
English language arts classrooms and schools. As race and ethnicity continue to 
have an impact on students, schools, and policies, it is imperative that researchers 
and teachers look for ways to foster discussions of race and ethnicity in the 
classroom. This is crucial in the English classroom where there is potential for 
critical education and symbiosis between language, race, and power. In light of an 
increasingly multiracial and multiethnic society and in the face of school policies 
that conceal the impact of race on schooling, now, more than ever, researchers 
and teachers must be prepared to serve the public good by bringing curriculum 
devoted to race in to the English classroom. Students must be given the 
opportunity to write and talk about their racial and ethnic identities in order to 
begin to understand who they are, how they see themselves, and how they fit into 
our pluralist society.   
Curricular equanimity then must be our goal: a commitment to balancing 
and honoring diverse perspectives, to approaching instruction with a focus on 
justice and equity, and to making pedagogical choices that foster an environment 
where different voices are valued and embraced. Using carefully planned literacy 
activities is integral to finding curricular balance and social justice in our 
classrooms. Race-conscious, socially just classrooms are challenging to construct 
and even more difficult to sustain. There will be roadblocks and speed bumps 
based upon teachers’ and students’ preconceived ideologies, external political 
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pressures, logistical issues, as well as stories and images put forth by the media. 
But curricular equanimity is vital in schools with shifting demographics and in 
communities where discussions related to race have been squelched for far too 
many years. Curriculum where students are given the opportunity to write, 
discuss, and read about race is critically important now more than ever before.  
Without hesitation, I can say that it is not easy to “go there” by bringing 
race into the classroom, particularly for teachers and researchers working in states 
and communities where race is not intended to be a part of the classroom 
curriculum. Throughout this dissertation, I have echoed that the process of 
implementing a race-conscious curriculum into the English classroom is anything 
but simple or straightforward.  But, as evidenced by the hugs, cards, high fives, 
food, and flowers that I gave and received on my last day in Room 183, it is 
possible for a research and teaching team to collectively address race through the 
English language arts curriculum and to do so in a way that respects the various 
stakeholders while also pushing towards a racially aware and socially just 
classroom space that supports curricular equanimity. The anecdotes, portraits, and 
themes that emerged from this study illustrate the influence a creative and 
innovatively designed curriculum can have on the stakeholders involved. When a 
classroom teacher and researcher commit to social justice, cultural acceptance, 
and curricular equanimity through literacy activities in the classroom, progress, 
however big or small, can be made towards a race-conscious English classroom. 
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STUDENT DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEY  
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Getting to Know You… 
Date: _________________________ 
First Name and Last Initial: 
__________________________________________________________________ 
Age: 
__________________________________________________________________  
Grade level: 
__________________________________________________________________ 
GPA (or estimated GPA): 
__________________________________________________________________ 
Primary spoken language: 
__________________________________________________________________ 
First learned language: 
__________________________________________________________________ 
Gender: 
__________________________________________________________________ 
Race (e.g. African / African American, American Indian / Alaska Native / Native 
American, Asian / Asian American, Hispanic / Latino/a, Native Hawaiian / 
Pacific Islander, Multiracial, or White): 
__________________________________________________________________ 
Ethnicity (e.g. African American, Hispanic or Latino/a, Irish American, Mexican 
American, Pilipino, German American, Multiethnic, etc): 
__________________________________________________________________ 
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Where did you attend middle school? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
Do you plan to go to college? Y / N  
If so, what type of college? (e.g. two-year community college, trade school, four-
year university) 
__________________________________________________________________ 
What would you like to major in?: 
__________________________________________________________________ 
What career(s) would you like to pursue one day? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
What is the highest level of education your mother achieved? (e.g. high school, 
two-year college, four-year university) 
__________________________________________________________________ 
If your mother graduated from college, where did she graduate from? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
What is the highest level of education your father achieved? (e.g. high school, 
two-year college, four-year university) 
__________________________________________________________________ 
If your father graduated from college, where did he graduate from? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
If you are in contact with your mother, what kind of work does she do? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
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If you are in contact with your father, what kind of work does he do? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
Do you consider yourself religious? Y / N  
If so, what faith do you belong to? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
Is your family religious? Y / N  
If so, what faith does your family belong to? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
Who or what would you say influences your identity? In other words, who or 
what has had an impact on who you are and how you see yourself? 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________ 
Have you ever researched or written about your race or ethnicity before? Y / N  
If yes, when? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
What was this experience like for you? 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________ 
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Is there anything else you’d like to share about who you are or what you like to do 
for fun?  
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX B  
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX C 
CURRICULUM DOCUMENTS 
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Research Paper Curriculum Calendar 
Day 1: Anticipatory session and introduction to assignment and brainstorming  
Day 2: Writing interview questions and conducting interviews (techniques, 
modeling, creating interview questions, practice) 
Day 3: Writing interview questions and conducting interviews (modeling, 
creating interview questions, practice)  
Day 4: MLA citation introduction workshop and research session in computer lab 
(MLA handout, source sheets)  
Day 5: Research session in computer lab (using database resources)  
Day 6: Research session in computer lab (using database resources) 
Day 7: Research session in computer lab (using database resources) 
Day 8: Research session in computer lab (using database resources) 
Day 9: Writing day (coloring coding interview questions and answers)  
CHECKPOINT #1 (INTERVIEW QUESTIONS) 
Day 10: Thesis statement workshop (techniques- two approaches: implicit and 
explicit, modeling, practice) and introduction workshop (techniques, modeling, 
practice) CHECKPOINT #2 (INTRODUCTION) 
Day 11: Body paragraphs workshop and drafting (techniques, modeling, practice)  
Day 12: Body paragraphs drafting (silent writing and pair share)  
Day 13: Writing day  
Day 14: Writing day 
CHECKPOINT #3 (BODY PARAGRAPHS) 
Day 15: Typing day  
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Day 16: Typing and final research day  
Day 17: Conclusions workshop and review of the grading sheet 
CHECKPOINT #4 (CONCLUSION) 
Day 18: Revision workshop (praise, question, polish and peer conferences)  
CHECKPOINT #5 (FIRST FULL DRAFT) 
Day 19: Revision workshop in computer lab and make-up revision session for 
absentee students  
CHECKPOINT #6 (PEER FEEDBACK) 
Day 20: MLA citation workshop (reviewing in-text citations, Works Cited page, 
and MLA format)  
Day 21: Editing workshop (tightening language) and review of final essay 
submission expectations  
Day 22: Celebration, author’s chair, final essay submission  
 
284 
Research Paper Writing Prompt 
 
Exploring Race and Ethnicity through Research, Reflection, and Writing 
English III 
 
Project Goal  
Throughout the year we have been exploring what it means to be an American. 
Using the year’s theme as a source of guidance, you will research and write an 
essay about your own family’s racial and ethnic heritage.   
 
In order to do this, you will complete the following tasks:  
1. Research and write a 900-word research essay on the following prompt: 
Explore your family's racial and/or ethnic heritage. Conduct an 
intergenerational interview with one older (preferably elderly) family member 
to help you explore your family’s racial and/or ethnic history, including if or 
how they came to America, how long they have lived in America, and any 
noteworthy cultural practices. Research historical databases (including 
archives, family trees, or census data) to explore your family’s racial and 
ethnic heritage and to determine whether your family’s experiences are 
similar or dissimilar to other families who migrated from the same 
geographic region. (250 points total)   
2. Compile an MLA style Works Cited page with in-text citations. (50 points 
total) 
285 
3. Complete the six checkpoints (60 points):   
 Interview questions (10 points) 
 Essay introduction (10 points)  
 Essay body paragraphs (10 points) 
 Essay conclusion (10 points) 
 Essay full draft (10 points) 
 Peer feedback (10 points) 
 
Research Essay Structure 
You’ll want to structure your essay with an introduction that draws the reader in 
and identifies how you will respond to the prompt. This introduction will also 
include a thesis statement. Then, you’ll want to make at least three claims, 
assertions, points, arguments, or observations. Each claim should have a 
minimum of two specific examples to back-up and illustrate these points. Three or 
more specific examples per point are strongly encouraged. These examples may 
include quotes from interviews, information from family trees, or data from other 
resources. You’ll then want to end the essay with a concluding paragraph that ties 
everything together and leaves the reader with something interesting to think 
about.  
1. Introduction  
2. Body paragraph (point #1 – something you learned about your family’s racial 
and ethnic heritage) 
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3. Body paragraph (point #2 – something you learned about your family’s racial 
and ethnic heritage)  
4. Body paragraph (point #3 – something you learned about your family’s racial 
and ethnic heritage)  
5. Conclusion  
 
Additional Requirements 
Your essay must be typed, double-spaced, and use Times New Roman or Cambria 
12-point font. Please use one-inch margins on all pages. You will want to include 
a heading in the top left-hand corner with your name, your teacher’s name, the 
class name, and the assignment due date.  
 
You should also include a header in the top right-hand corner of each page with 
your last name and the page number (e.g. Smith 3 or Gutiérrez 2). For instance:  
 
 
Brones 1 
 
Kirsti Brones 
Ms. Montañez 
English III 
March 1, 2011 
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Freemasons, Farmers, and Firemen: An Exploration of the 
Brones Family 
 
You must include a Works Cited page in MLA format at the end of your essay 
and there must be a minimum of four sources on your source page (one must be 
from the interview you conducted and three must be from the historical 
information you accessed; you are welcome, however, to conduct two interviews 
and use two historical resources if you like). You are also strongly encouraged to 
include graphics, photos, or other artistic creations to add visual interest to your 
essay.  
 
Points Possible 
360 total points possible  
 
**Please keep this in a safe place or see Ms. Montañez’s website for another 
copy.** 
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Research Paper Score Sheet 
 Progress Checkpoints (60 points total)  
o Interview questions (10 points) 
o Essay introduction (10 points)  
o Essay body paragraphs (10 points) 
o Essay conclusion (10 points) 
o Essay full draft (10 points) 
o Peer feedback (10 points)  
 Research Essay (250 points total) 
o Content, including a compelling introduction, thesis statement, and 
conclusion, as well as at least three strong body paragraphs (100 
points)  
o Organizational structure, flow, and transitions between ideas and 
between paragraphs (75 points)  
o Word choice, sentence fluency, and voice (50 points) 
o Conventions, including tight writing, grammar, spelling, punctuation, 
and capitalization (25 points)  
 MLA Formatted Works Cited Page and In-Text Citations (50 points total)  
o One interview source cited properly on Works Cited page (15 points)  
o One interview source cited properly in in-text citations (10 points)  
o Three historical sources cited properly on Works Cited page (15 
points)  
o Three historical sources cited properly in in-text citations (10 points)  
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Total Points Possible = 360 points 
Total Points Earned = _______ points 
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Bellwork Prompts 
Introduction to Assignment and Brainstorming Session 
What do you know about your first, middle, and last names? Were any parts of 
your name passed down from someone in your family? If so, who was the name 
passed down from and what does the name mean? Do you feel like your name fits 
who you are?   
What do you know about your race and ethnicity? Do you know where your 
ancestors came from? Do you know if your family originated here or if they came 
to the United States from another country? If they came to the United States, 
when did they arrive and how did they get here? 
 
Writing Interview Questions and Conducting Interviews Day #2 
What did you learn about the person you interviewed?  
What did you learn about the process of conducting an interview? Were you an 
effective interviewer? Why or why? Was it easier or harder than you expected and 
why?  
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Conducting an Interview   
 
(Adapted from 
http://www.readwritethink.org/files/resources/lesson_images/lesson17/RWTa27-
1.PDF)  
 
QUESTIONS 
 Try to develop one good lead question to open things up. 
 Include background info that must be collected. 
 Develop listening curiosity. 
 Jot new questions as they occur during interview. 
 
INTERVIEW 
 Be friendly--"I am glad to be spending this time with you." 
 Be authoritative, not hesitant. By agreeing to do the interview, the person 
gives you the right to ask questions. However, he/she retains the right to 
decline to answer. 
 Be quiet--listen rather than trying to impress the subject with your 
knowledge. 
 Get info in their words. Pause after answers to give the subject a chance to 
elaborate. Sometimes the best follow-up question is no question. 
 Be responsive, make eye contact, nod, smile--show that you are awake and 
listening! 
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 Be polite. If the subject starts to ramble, listen. When they pause, then you 
can change the subject. 
Focus on answers, not questions: 
 Let an answer lead naturally to the next question rather than worrying 
about what else you want to ask. (Example--conversations). You can refer 
to your list of questions at a break or pause to get the conversation going 
again. 
 At the end, take a minute to briefly review your questions to ensure you 
got the needed background info, or remembered to ask crucial questions. 
 Take notes on observations as well as information. 
 
NOTES 
 Don't focus so hard on taking notes that you miss answers, cues. Notes are 
to jog your memory later. This is not an essay test! 
 Use abbreviations, shorthand, and quick phrases rather than full sentences. 
 Quotes--Anything you might want to quote, take more careful notes (You 
can leave out obvious words like "the"). Put them in "marks" so you 
remember that it is a quote. If you’re having trouble getting it down 
accurately, ask him/her to hold up for a minute, and read back the words. 
No one wants to be misquoted. 
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WRITING 
 Soon after the interview, review notes to ensure you can read them! 
 Rewrite, add, and clarify while the interview is fresh in your mind. 
 Put notes away. Let the interview stew around in the back of your mind 
until it gels. Find the focus: 
o Use "tell a friend" method. 
o Explain what you learned in one sentence. 
o Write a headline. 
o Find your lead. Find the lead by asking yourself, “What was the 
most interesting thing about this interview?” With a focus and a 
good lead, the rest will flow naturally. 
 Write a few paragraphs about the interview without referring to notes! 
Then, look over notes to see what ideas, info, etc., are missing that you 
might want to include. 
 You do not have to use everything. 
 Write "fix later" or mark with an asterisk parts that need work--don't get 
hung up on making it perfect! 
 Check accuracy of facts before rewriting. 
 Envision your essay as a story with a plot: beginning, middle, end. Your 
subject is an important part of the essay.  
 
294 
Brainstorming Interview Questions  
It is important to use both open-ended questions such as “What do you remember 
about...?” and more specific questions such as “Where were your parents born?”.  
 
Also, be sure to ask questions in a logical order. Start out with introductory 
questions and lead into more in-depth questions as the interview proceeds. End 
with an open-ended question such as “Is there anything else you’d like to share?” 
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Oral History Questions 
 (Adapted from 
http://www.youthsource.ab.ca/teacher_resources/oral_question.html, 
http://www.genealogy.com/70_tipsoral_print.html, and 
http://www.stanford.edu/group/ethnoger/AppC.pdf) 
 
Here are a series of questions that you may want to use when interviewing a 
family member. 
 
Basic Questions 
What is your full name and why were you named this? 
What are the names of your parents and siblings? 
What is the date and place of your birth? 
What was your schooling like? (That is, how did you get to school, what classes 
did you take, and what was your favorite subject?) 
 
Childhood 
What do you recall about your childhood? 
Where did you live and go to school? 
What do you remember best about your parents? 
What did you and your siblings do in your spare time? 
What styles of clothing did children wear then? 
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Family History Questions 
Did you know your grandparents or great-grandparents? 
What were their names? 
Where did they live? 
What stories can you tell about them and their lives? 
Who is the oldest person you can remember in your family from when you were a 
child? What do you remember about that person? 
 
Family Traditions 
Did your family have any special traditions, such as things that they did on 
holidays or birthdays? 
What about family heirlooms? Is there anything that's been handed down from 
generation to generation? 
 
Ethnic Heritage  
How do you identify yourself (in terms of your ethnic/racial background, heritage, 
or culture)? 
What is important for others to know and understand about your background or 
culture? 
How has your background or culture influenced who you are today? 
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Immigration 
How long have you (or your ancestors) been in this country? 
How old were you when you immigrated to the United States? 
Where did you (or your ancestors) come from and where and when did you 
arrive? 
How did you travel? By boat, plane, train? How long did the trip take? 
What feelings did you have about coming to the United States? What was one of 
the biggest differences between the United States and your previous home? 
Did you know English when you came here? What other languages did you 
speak? 
Did you experience any racism or prejudice when you moved to this country? 
 
Work 
What did your parents do for a living when you were growing up? Did you ever 
help them out? 
Was your family financially comfortable? 
What was your first job? How old were you at the time? How did you get your 
job? 
What different jobs have you had during your life? 
 
Physical Characteristics 
What physical characteristics do people in your family share? 
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Do they all have the same hair color or eye color? 
Whom in the family do you resemble?  
 
Religion 
What is the role of spirituality, faith or religion in your life?  
Do you identify with any formal religion/belief system? 
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 Interviewing a Relative 
(Adapted from http://genealogy.about.com/cs/oralhistory/ht/interview.htm and 
http://www.readwritethink.org/files/resources/lesson_images/lesson805/interview.
pdf) 
 
1. Always call a few days ahead to make sure your relative is available. Decide 
together where and when you will conduct the interview. 
2. Give your relative a copy of your interview questions in advance. This will 
allow him or her time to think and prepare a few answers. 
3. While you will need notebook paper and pens or pencils, you may also want 
to think about recording the interview with a tape recorder or video camera. 
Ask permission before you set up a camera though! Some people are shy 
about being taped. Bring at least one completely empty notebook with you. 
Mark the date each time you start a new interview session. 
4. Ask questions that need more than simple “yes” or “no” answers. You are 
seeking facts, feelings, stories, and descriptions.  
5. Don’t push for answers if your relative is unwilling to share. Move on to 
another question. 
6. Use your questions as a guide, but don’t be afraid to let your relative tell a 
story that doesn’t seem related to your questions. (You want to make sure you 
get the basic information you need for the assignment, however.) Don’t 
interrupt your relative to get back to your interview questions—wait until he 
or she is finished the story. 
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7. If you ask "when" something happened, the answer will often be "I don't 
know," because the individual doesn't recall the exact date or year. Instead of 
asking "when," ask the question in relation to another event. For example, did 
an event take place before or after the individual got married, or before or 
after the individual's parents died? You can also begin the question with 
"About how old were you when..." Using these techniques, you're more likely 
to get answers. 
8. If you have any old pictures or other items that you have questions about, 
bring them along. You may get answers to your questions, and you will 
probably hear some good stories, too. 
9. Try not to schedule the interview for more than two hours and remember to 
take breaks while you are talking. Offer refreshments if you are conducting 
the interview at your house. 
10. When you are done, be sure to thank your relative for his or her time. Sharing 
a final copy of the essay with your relative would also be a nice gesture. 
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MLA Style Sheet 
 (Adapted from http://www.indiana.edu/~wts/pamphlets/mla_style.shtml, 
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/09/, 
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/07/, 
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/08/, and 
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/06/) 
 
What is MLA Style?  
Modern Language Association style (or MLA style) is a frequently used style of 
documentation that allows a writer to document the work he/she borrows in part 
or in whole from other texts. When a writer demonstrates to readers where he/she 
found information, the writer improves his/her credibility. Documenting your 
work also allows a writer to avoid accusations of plagiarism.  
What Kind of Information Should I Document? 
When we use information from a source that is not common knowledge and 
incorporate it into our writing, we have to document where it came from, as in the 
following example: 
According to U.S. Senate staff member Paul C. Light, legislation on Capitol Hill 
is often surrounded by a “fog of politics” (11). 
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Note that this writer tells his or her reader the information needed for finding the 
source through what is called an in-text citation (also called a parenthetical note). 
We know that the quotation came from page 11 of a text written by Paul C. Light. 
Then, at the end of your paper, you need to give your reader the rest of the 
information necessary for looking up the reference. This information will 
generally go on a Works Cited page, and it is arranged by authors’ last names, so 
that your reader can find the author referred to in your paper. 
If you are unsure what constitutes “common knowledge” or if you unsure how to 
cite a source properly, please ask.  
Selecting Sources 
It is incredibly important that you select reliable, accurate sources when 
conducting research. Always look at who wrote the text and research that person 
through Google or another source to determine whether the individual is qualified 
to speak on the topic. Also, make sure that the information in the text is current 
and timely. Again, if you are unsure about the quality of a source, please ask. It is 
your responsibility to make sure that the resources you select are reliable and 
accurate.  
How to Cite Personal Interviews 
Parenthetical Note  
Usually the name of the interviewee is stated in the text.  
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For example: Jovan Parker said that his parents came to the United States from 
Russia in 1912.  
However, if you choose not to state the name of the interviewee in the text, then 
you will put the interviewee’s last name in parentheses at the end of the sentence.  
For example: The Strauss family came to the United States from Russia in 1912 
(Parker). 
  
Works Cited Page Entry 
List the interview by the name of the interviewee. Include the descriptor 
“Personal interview” and the date of the interview. The basic form for a personal 
interview is: 
Lastname, Firstname. Personal interview. Date.  
For example:  
Parker, Jovan. Personal interview. 1 Feb. 2011. 
 
How to Cite Books 
 
Parenthetical Note  
Sometimes the name of the author is stated in the text.  
For example: Gleick claims that chaos can be studied as a form of science.  
However, if you choose not to state the name of the author in the text, then you 
will put the author’s last name and the page number where you found the 
information in parentheses at the end of the sentence.  
304 
For example: Chaos can be considered a legitimate form of science (Gleick 31).  
 
Works Cited Page Entry  
Citation entries for books generally list three main sections for information about 
your source: (1) author name, (2) full title of the work, and (2) publication 
information, including city of publication, name of publisher, date, and medium 
of publication.  
The basic form for a book citation is: 
Lastname, Firstname. Title of Book. Place of Publication: Publisher, Year of  
 Publication. Medium of Publication. 
For example:  
Gleick, James. Chaos: Making a New Science. New York: Penguin, 1987. Print. 
 
How to Cite Periodicals (Including Magazines, Newspapers, and Scholarly 
Journals)   
 
Parenthetical Note 
Sometimes the name of the author is stated in the text.  
For example: Duvall believes that the television offers endless amounts of images 
to distract viewers (91).  
However, if you choose not to state the name of the author in the text, then you 
will put the author’s last name and the page number where you found the 
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information (if there is a specific page number) in parentheses at the end of the 
sentence.  
For example: Television endlessly distracts viewers from engaging with people 
face-to-face (Duvall 91).  
 
Works Cited Page Entry  
Periodicals generally list three main sections of information about your source: 
(1) author name, (2) full title of the work, and (3) publication information: this 
will vary according to the amount of information available.  
Lastname, Firstname. "Title of Article." Title of Journal Volume.Issue (Year):  
 pages. Medium of publication. 
For example:  
Duvall, John N. "The (Super)Marketplace of Images: Television as Unmediated  
Mediation in DeLillo's White Noise." Arizona Quarterly 50.3 (1994): 127- 
53. Print. 
 
How to Cite Websites 
 
Parenthetical Note 
Sometimes the name of the author is stated in the text.  
For example: Stolley says that the Purdue OWL is accessed by millions of users 
every year. Its “MLA Formatting and Style Guide” is one of the most popular 
resources.  
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However, if you choose not to state the name of the author in the text, then you 
will put the author’s last name (if available) and the page number (if available) 
where you found the information in parentheses at the end of the sentence. If an 
author name or page number are not available, put the article’s title in parentheses 
at the end of the sentence.  
For example: The Purdue OWL is accessed by millions of users every year. Its 
“MLA Formatting and Style Guide” is one of the most popular resources 
(Stolley). 
  
Works Cited Page Entry  
It is necessary to list your date of access because Web postings are often updated, 
and information available on one date may no longer be available later.  Use n.p. 
if no publisher name is available and n.d. if no publishing date is given. 
Editor, author, or compiler name (if available). “Name of Article.” Name of Site.  
 Version number. Name of institution/organization affiliated with the site  
 (publisher or sponsor), date of resource creation (if available). Medium of  
 publication. Date of access. 
For example:  
Stolley, Karl. "MLA Formatting and Style Guide." The OWL at Purdue. Purdue 
  University Writing Lab, 12 May 2009. Web. 10 January 2011.  
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Resources for Research Racial and Ethnic Heritage 
1. Visit https://www.familysearch.org/. Type in any information about an 
ancestor in the search engine on the home page to begin your search.  
2. Check out HeritageQuest Online at your local library. When you log onto the 
database, you are given access to federal census records, name indexes, 
periodicals, and a number of other sources to help you.  
3. Visit http://www.findagrave.com. Go to “search 55 million grave records” to 
find out more about your ancestors and where they are buried. Some listings 
include pictures of headstones and occasionally a picture of the person.  
4. Go to http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/ if you're looking for more recent 
ancestors where you can find information from the Social Security Death 
Index. Here you can find information like the date of birth, date of death, 
where the social security card was issued, and the last residence of an 
ancestor. Just so you are aware: the first social security cards were issued in 
1936 and the person you are looking for may have applied for their social 
security card in a state other than the one they were born in. 
5. Each state in the U.S. has its own ancestry archives. These archives hold 
census information, government records, and other historical documents. 
Identify the state or states from which your ancestors hail. Type the state’s 
name and the word “archives” into Google. For example, “Florida archives.” 
You will then find government archival websites. 
6. Visit the United States government’s archival website found at: 
http://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/ethnic-heritage.html. At this 
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site, you can identify your racial and ethnic heritage and the area from which 
your ancestors hail to find helpful websites and databases.  
7. Search through the books on the cart in the library.  
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Thesis Statements 
As we talked about earlier in the year, a thesis statement is a blueprint for your 
entire paper. Thesis statements should be clear, concise, and specific. It is 
generally located at the end of the first paragraph (although this may change 
depending on the type of paper you’re writing). Also, your topic may change as 
you write, so be sure to alter your thesis statement to reflect your writing and the 
main point you are trying to make.  
 
Sample thesis statement: Since this time and throughout the last 130 years, 
Portuguese settlers, like Antone DeCosta, and their descendents have created a 
strong and vibrant cultural community in the cape of Massachusetts. 
 
Now, look at your notes. What is one main point you can make about your ethnic 
identity? Jot this down.  
Main point:  
 
Then, start to sketch out a thesis statement. Don’t worry if it’s not perfect; you’ll 
revise the thesis statement as you go along. But it is important to have a good 
place to start!  
Draft of thesis statement:  
310 
Writing an Introduction 
There are a number of ways to start your essay. What is most important is that 
you draw your reader in and set the stage for what’s to come in your essay. Here 
are some ways to start your essay:  
 Set the scene  
 Share an interesting anecdote 
 Give a vivid, detailed description 
 Raise a thought-provoking question(s) 
 Provide a poignant or surprising statistic/fact 
 Start with a familiar or personal quote 
 Define a key term  
 Begin with a bold statement  
 
Here are some examples: 
I've always tried not to identify myself by race. All my life I've said it didn't 
matter, and I still believe it doesn't. I grew up in Sacramento, Calif., where it was 
not that unusual to have a black mother and a white father. 
But since I've gotten older and left my hometown, I've gotten more looks and 
questions. 
"Are you adopted?" That's the question people ask when they see my parents and 
me together. 
"No," I reply. 
"Are you sure?" they often counter. 
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-- “My Rich, Mixed Heritage” by Eva Fields in The Christian Science Monitor  
 
“In the beginning was the Earth. The Earth was the mother of all the people. She 
brought them from the darkness into the light one by one at the place called Nanih 
Waiya. They came into the world wet and lay in the tall grass until they were 
dried by the Sun. Then each one went off to the place where he would live, except 
for the last born. The last-born child heard his mother crying as he lay drying in 
the Sun. He asked her why was she crying? She said she was afraid, she was old 
and did not want to be alone. He told her not to cry because he would never leave 
her. She would never be alone.” My uncle John Dee told this story so often that it 
still plays in my memory like a much-loved concerto replete with a coda… 
Storytelling has always been a favorite Mississippi pastime. In many families, 
storytellers pass on myths and legends loosely based on local history. In families 
of American Indian heritage, such as my own, storytellers often practice an 
acculturated form of an ancient method of preserving oral traditions by 
entertaining children with myths and legends. 
-- Native Land by Mary Ann Wells  
 
It usually takes people several attempts to figure me out. With the toffee-colored 
skin and curly hair that I inherited from my black father and Puerto Rican mother, 
my racial heritage has never been easy to guess. I’ve been assumed to be white, 
black, Hispanic, South Asian, and Middle Eastern, to name a few. With my 
background so hard to place, I could fit quite nicely into the predominately white 
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suburbs where I grew up. I didn’t look or feel all that different from the Dohertys 
or Barravecchios living there.  The racial homogeneity of my upbringing had an 
unfortunate side effect: I never had an opportunity to connect with black or 
Hispanic culture outside of my family.  
--Nicole Dooley in 55 Successful Harvard Law School Application Essays  
 
Now, look at your writing. Choose one of the listed introductions. Spend five 
minutes creating a lead for your piece. Choose another one of the listed 
introductions. Take five minutes to write another lead. Then, pick the best 
introduction for your paper. 
After you’ve written a solid lead, you now want to include background 
information or a short summary of what you will address in your essay. Next, you 
want to include the thesis statement. 
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Body Paragraphs  
As we talked about earlier in the year, the body paragraphs for an essay should 
support the thesis statement. Each body paragraph should contain a topic sentence 
followed by specific support. Support can come in the form of quotes from 
interviews, information from family trees, facts from websites or books, or data 
from other resources.  
 
Here are some possible ways to organize your body paragraphs:  
 
BP #1: Detail the life of a family member(s) 
BP #2: Detail an interesting cultural practice of your family and/or ethnic group  
BP #3: Detail another interesting cultural practice of your family and/or ethnic 
group 
 
BP #1: Detail the origins and history of your last name   
BP #2: Detail the immigration history of that ethnic group 
BP #3: Detail an interesting cultural practice of your family and/or ethnic group 
 
BP #1: Detail the immigration of one side of your family 
BP #2: Detail the immigration history of that ethnic group 
BP #3: Detail the immigration of the other side of your family  
BP #4: Detail the immigration history of that ethnic group  
 
314 
Don’t feel limited to these options, but they are a good place to start if you’d like 
the guidance.  
 
Now, sketch out at least four topics you want to address in your essay:  
 
BP #1:  
BP #2:  
BP #3:  
BP #4: 
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Writing a Conclusion 
 (Adapted from http://leo.stcloudstate.edu/acadwrite/conclude.html and 
http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/conclusions.html 
 
There are a number of ways to conclude your essay. What is most important is 
that you stress the importance of the thesis statement, wrap the essay up by 
pulling together your essay’s main points, and leave the reader with a final lasting 
thought. Here are some creative ways to conclude your essay:  
 Explain the essay’s significance to you after you have completed your 
research and exploration  
 Ask a thought-provoking question(s)  
 Propose question(s) for further study 
 Look to the future  
 Challenge the reader to think how this kind of research may apply to their 
own life  
 Echo the introduction  
 Conclude with a relevant quote 
 Redefine one of your key terms or main ideas in your essay 
 
You should avoid:  
 Simply restating your thesis – you especially want to avoid restating your 
thesis word for word 
 Introducing a totally new or unrelated topic  
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 Introducing unrelated information because you couldn’t find another place 
for it in the body of the essay  
 Drawing too much on emotional appeals to conclude the essay  
 
Here are some examples:  
Clearly, the life of the African in colonial and territorial Mississippi was not all 
despair and hopelessness.  Black life had much to do with what ordinary people 
did who were neither black nor enslaved. Their work was their most obvious 
activity, but along with their sweat they shed blood and displayed bravery. 
Africans in these eras also created a community separate from their work 
environment that did much in helping them to cope and to resist becoming totally 
dehumanized. In this respect they found strength through their families, 
enjoyment in their leisure, and spiritual renewal in their religion. These were not 
outlets peculiar to Africans; in many ways, their lives paralleled the lives of white 
frontier people throughout the Lower Mississippi Valley. To be sure, as slaved, 
their burdens were greater, their labor more demanding, and their aspirations 
largely unfulfilled; but these shortcomings never broke the spirit of the vast 
majority of these people. Their inferior condition deviated considerably from the 
circumstances of the whites whom most of them served. That status, however, can 
never diminish their monumental impact on the development and evolution of 
Mississippi and its surrounding environs.  
--“Africans in Colonial and Territorial Mississippi” by Robert L. Jenkins in 
Ethnic Heritage in Mississippi  
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Camillo Benso di Cavour in a meeting with Guisseppe Garibaldi prior to the 
political reunification of Italy reaffirmed Italy's importance as the world's 
repository of wisdom:  "Century after Century, the world's architects, artists, and 
philosophers have gone to Rome and Naples for inspiration. They have aped the 
cultural life of Italy, taking our legacy to their native lands." As Italian 
Americans, it is important to recognize and attribute the influence our ancestors 
have had in America and on Western Civilization and share in their heritage. The 
Italian Heritage Society is an important link not only to the memory of our 
relatives, but also to the customs and culture that made them unique. 
--“Why Should We Have an Italian Heritage Society?” by Joseph Mestichelli, 
2008 Italian Heritage Society of Indiana Scholarship Winning Essay  
 
Now, look at your current working draft.  
 Choose one of the listed conclusions. Spend five minutes creating a few 
concluding lines for your piece.  
 Choose another one of the listed conclusions. Take five minutes to write a 
few more concluding lines. Then, pick the best concluding lines for your 
paper. 
 
After you’ve written a few solid concluding lines, you now want to think about 
how to write the rest of your concluding paragraph. You may want to do the 
following: synthesize the main points and examples you used in your essay, 
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answer the question “so what?,” give your reader something to think about on a 
broader scale or in a larger context.  
 
Practice Conclusion Paragraph:  
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Peer Revision 
 (Adapted from Bill Lyons’s 1981 “The PQP Method of Responding to Writing” 
in English Journal) 
 
Revision means to re-see or to re-think. Read through your group member’s draft 
twice. Then, write out three paragraphs of feedback for your group member in P-
Q-P format. Repeat this process for each individual in your group. In your 
feedback, include the following:  
 One paragraph of Praise -- tell the writer what you liked, what you found 
interesting, and why – be specific and use phrases like: 
o  “My favorite part is…”  
o “…sounded very effective…”  
o “You were really clear (vivid, sensitive) about…” 
 One paragraph of Questions or concerns -- tell the writer what is unclear to 
you and needs more explanation or what areas you think need more attention 
and why – use phrases like: 
o “Could you help me to see … better?”  
o “Would you consider adding (taking out, changing)…?”  
o “What if you moved this word or phrase?”  
o “I’m not sure I understand this part clearly,” “Tell me more about…” 
 One paragraph of Polish and suggestions -- tell the writer specifically what 
you think they need to do next after they leave class to make this a successful 
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piece -- pretend you are the teacher and tell your peer what you would do to 
improve this piece and make it “A” worthy – use phrases like:  
o “If I were you, my next step would be...” 
o “When you revise you essay, you will want to think about…” 
o “I would work on…”  
 
In this P-Q-P session, avoid focusing on grammar, spelling, and punctuation. 
Instead, focus your feedback on the content, organization, and flow of the piece. 
Pay close attention to the features of the essay that we focused on in class 
including the thesis statement, introduction, and body paragraphs.  
 
Also, be respectful, but don’t worry about hurting one another’s feelings. Your 
peer will likely be more upset if they do poorly on the essay after several weeks of 
work than if you offer them honest, constructive feedback.  
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Tightening Language 
One important way to revise and edit your writing is to tighten the language. This 
means to look closely at the words you selected to determine whether your 
language is precise, specific, and adds meaning to your writing. There are lots of 
ways to tighten language, but we’ll look at five specific strategies.   
 
1. Get rid of excess words. Cross out words that don’t enhance what you’re 
trying to say. For example, words like “really,” “very,” “I think,” and “I 
believe” aren’t effective because they don’t add value to what you’re trying to 
say.   
2. Highlight all “to be” verbs (e.g. is, was, were) and see if there are more active, 
specific verbs that can fill their place.  
3. Avoid repetitive words. Identify any words that you repeat often. Replace 
those words by finding other words that more accurately describe what you’re 
trying to say. You can use a thesaurus to help you do this.  
4. Play with sentences lengths. Sentences in a paragraph should vary in length – 
some short and some long – so mix up your sentence lengths by seeing if any 
sentences can be separated into two shorter sentences or if any shorter 
sentences can be combined into one longer sentence.  
5. Use authentic, natural language. Don’t try to be someone you’re not in your 
writing. It’s good to push yourself to try new words, but if you don’t normally 
use those words, they may not seem genuine to the reader. Look for any words 
that seem unnatural or forced in your writing.  
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    Fictional Monologue 
Directions: Write a fictional monologue (spoken by one person) from the 
perspective of a person of a different race or gender (at least one page in length).  
 
You must:  
 Place this character or characters in a specific time period and setting. 
 Place them in a specific conflict (individual vs. individual, individual vs. 
self, individual vs. society, individual vs. nature, etc.).  
 Make sure that you use description and conversation to make the 
character(s), time period, setting, and conflict clear.  
Pointers: 
 When writing a monologue, it is important to choose an emotion. What is 
your character feeling? How can you convey that feeling through their 
monologue? 
 You will be writing this in first person so become the character. How 
would you react if you were in their position?  
 Make it authentic. Think about the time period and historical context of 
the setting.  
 
For example, because we are going to read slave narratives this semester, you 
may consider writing a monologue from the perspective of a young African 
American male slave trying to flee a cotton plantation in southern Georgia. Or, 
when considering out silent discussion, you can take on the perspective of:  
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 An illegal immigrant crossing the border 
 A gay man/woman who would like to one day get married 
 A woman who would like to climb the corporate ladder 
 
If you have any questions, or would like to run your ideas past me, please let me 
know.  
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APPENDIX D 
STUDENT-PARTICIPANT AND TEACHER-PARTICIPANT 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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Student-Participant Interview Questions 
Self  
1. Tell me about yourself (who you are, what you like to do for fun, what 
your family is like, what activities you are involved in).  
2. Who or what would you say influences who you are?  
Cactus Ridge Community  
3. Tell me about Cactus Ridge. 
4. How would you describe the students at Cactus Ridge?  
Family and Friends 
5. I’d love to learn a bit more about your family. Tell me about them.   
a. What is your family’s background? 
6. Does your family have groups, friends, places you go with other families? 
Tell me about your family’s friends and your relationship with them.  
a. What do you all have in common?  
7. Have you or your family ever seen prejudice? If so, did you talk about it?  
8. Do you ever talk about discrimination or prejudice with family or friends?  
a. What started the conversation? 
b. Who initiated the conversation?   
c. What were some of the opinions from your family members or 
friends?  
d. How did you feel about what was being said?   
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Sunshine City Community 
9. How would you describe Sunshine City? 
10. Do you like living here? Why or why not?  
11. How would you describe the kind of people that live in Sunshine City? 
12. I’ve heard students describe Sunshine City by calling it a “bubble.” Would 
you describe it this way? Why or why not?  
13. Do you hear people talk much about race in the community? Why do you 
think this is?   
Cactus Ridge Community 
14. Are you ever asked to write about race or ethnicity in any of your classes? 
If so, what kind of writing did you do and what class were you in?  
15. Do you ever talk about discrimination or prejudice in any of your classes?  
a. If so, which?  
b. What were you learning about in that class?  
c. What were some of the opinions in the class that day?  
d. What did the teacher seem to think about it all? 
e. How did you feel listening to that conversation?  
f.  Did you ever get the chance to write about or have to write about what 
was talked about in class?  
g. If so, what did you write about? 
16. Do you think teachers should talk about controversial issues or issues that 
may cause disagreements like these in English class? What about other 
classes? Why or why not?  
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17. Wayne Dyer said, “Judgments prevent us from seeing the good that lies 
beyond appearances.”  
a. Do you think your fellow schoolmates would agree with this quote? 
Why or why not?  
b. Would you agree or disagree with this statement? Why?  
18. The quote from Dyer makes me think about the time I prejudged some 
students who were farmers in the high school I used to teach at. Have you 
ever felt like you judged someone too soon at school? Tell me more. What 
about your friends? Have you ever felt like they prejudged someone?  
Impact of Curriculum 
19. What made you decide to write about _________? 
20. When was the first time you started thinking about your own race or 
heritage?  
21. What was it like to find out more about your own heritage?  
22. What did you learn about yourself or your family from the workshop?  
23. What did you take away from the writing workshop? 
24. Is there anything else about yourself, your family, your school, or your 
community you’d like to share with me?  
 
Teacher-Participant Interview Questions 
Self, Cactus Ridge Community, Sunshine City Community, Impact of 
Curriculum 
1. What made you decide to become a teacher? An English teacher?  
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2. How would you describe the students at Cactus Ridge? 
3. How would you describe the teachers at Cactus Ridge? The 
administrators?  
4. What kinds of pressures do you feel like you face as a teacher? You’ve 
mentioned before that you’re “jaded by it all.” What do you mean by this?  
5. I know you’ve described yourself as an “activist teacher.” Why is this 
important to you and how do you tried to share this philosophy with your 
students?  
6. You’ve mentioned before that a lot of teachers are afraid to “go there” 
with regards to curriculum that addresses race and ethnicity. Why do you 
think this is?  
Impact of Curriculum 
7. What did you think about the process we went through to design and 
implement the curriculum? 
8. What did you hope students would take away from this unit? Do you think 
they were able to take walk away with this? Why or why not? 
9. What did you learn about teaching students to examine their heritage? 
Was it harder or easier than expected and why?  
10. I know this process helped me to think about who I am as a White 
Portuguese American. Did this process require you to think about your 
own heritage as well? 
11. What challenges or struggles do you think we faced?  
12. What did you like best about the unit? The process?  
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13. Is there anything else you’d like to share about who you are or what this 
process was like for you? 
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APPENDIX E 
FINAL REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
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Final Reflection Questions 
The following questions ask you to share your feelings towards the unit we 
completed this quarter. Answer each of the questions as thoroughly as possible.  
1. What did you learn about your family’s ethnic heritage from taking part in the 
writing workshop? What did you learn about yourself and your identity? 
2. What did you think about the research essay on racial and ethnic identity? 
How has this workshop had an impact on your understanding of your own or 
others’ racial and ethnic identity?  
3. What did you learn about the process of writing research essays from the 
workshop?  
4. What did you think about some of the other lessons we did in class this 
quarter, including the silent discussion, the fictional monologue, and the 
personal interviews with family members? What did you learn from these 
activities?  
5. Is there anything else you’d like to share about yourself, your experiences in 
English class during the last quarter, or what the experience was like having 
two teachers in the classroom?   
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333 
Italian Heritage Carried On 
by Karen 
Better jobs and a land full of opportunity are why many immigrants came 
to America. People from all over the world such as French, German, Italian, and 
many other cultures came to America with that hope. Ellis Island was where first 
time settlers passed through to get to states off the Atlantic. Italian settlers, like 
Peter DeSensi, are very prominent in a community rich with Italian culture and 
tradition in Upstate New York.  
October 1, 1902 was the date my grandma’s grandfather arrived on Ellis 
Island from Cerda, Italy. Pietro DeSensi was his name before arriving in America, 
but at some point after he settled his name change to Peter DeSensi. “The reason 
he came to the United States was because America wanted to diversity the culture 
and needed Italian men who were on visas to work,” said Rachel DeSensi, Peter 
DeSensi’s granddaughter. He laid ties and tracks on the railroad that ran from 
Upstate New York up through Canada. Once his track laying days were over, 
Peter decided to settle in a small town called Watertown in Upstate New York. 
After Peter bought his farmhouse in Watertown he went back to Italy and brought 
his wife and nine children to America with him. He decided that an averaged 
sized house with a fair amount of land in America was a perfect place to raise his 
children (Goodman).  
Peter DeSensi had married Rosa Abbati, later referred to as Rose Abbato, 
in the neat little town of Cerda, Italy in 1898, is where they began their family of 
nine children; Michael, Joseph, John, Samuel, James, Tomassina, Francis, 
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Anthony, and Rocco. Watertown, New York is where most of the children stayed 
when they grew up, including my great-grandfather Rocco. Rocco married Megan 
Latham, as Irish girl from Watertown, New York. They had seven children who 
were al born in Watertown at Merici Hospital. Their oldest daughter Elizabeth 
DeSensi, who later became Elizaeth Goodman, was born on April 1, 1941 in the 
small town. She recalls rowing up with a big family that always helped each other 
out. Being the oldest she carried a lot of responsibilities and had to help cook, 
clean, and take care of the many kids in her family. She also remembers going to 
her grandparent’s house and helping her grandfather, Peter, wash and cut the 
vegetables he used to sell to the warehouses. Elizabeth enjoyed going to the sugar 
bush with her siblings and friends while growing up. Their grandmother would 
give them pails so they could put as much maple sap in them as possible. After 
they collected the sap they could make maple syrup out of it. She really liked 
growing up in such a small town and in a rich community of Italians, where called 
it the “Sand flats” (Goodwin).  
America was the greatest beneficiary of Italian immigrants between 1876 
and 1976. There were only 4000 Italian immigrants in the U.S. in 1850, but in 
1880 the number rapidly increased to a great population of 44,000 and 484,027 by 
1900. Although there were Italians all over America, many groups of Neapolitans 
and Sicilians settled all throughout New York. They rarely settled in all-Italian 
neighborhood, usually they mixed themselves in with groups of other immigrants, 
like the Irish, Jewish, German, and Polish. Italians had the tendency to live in 
over-crowded, dirty places all throughout America. However, over time their dirty 
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and over-crowded homes went away and their cleanliness increased. Common 
jobs for Italians were fishermen, shoemakers, waiters, fruit sellers, and tradesmen. 
Many Italians were unskilled laborers however, so they worked in mining and 
construction jobs. Even though most Italian men weren’t educated in their 
profession, they were known as hard workers who provided for their family which 
allowed them to carry out their cultural practices and traditions (“Immigration: 
The Journey to America”).  
Italian foods like spaghetti, lasagna, pizza, and many other delicious foods 
are very popular choices in many restaurants today. Italians are very passionate 
about their food and traditions. Big feasts that serve the family and friends are 
very common in Italian households (“Italy”). Many of their feasts are tied in with 
their religious beliefs like having different feasts for saints or important days in 
the family. My grandma still remembers having a big feast each year at her 
grandparent’s house which they called the Feast of St. Rocco. On this feast day 
they would celebrate the life of her father because he almost died as a baby and 
his mother promised to give thanks to St. Rocco every year if his life would be 
spared. It was indeed spared so her promise would be carried out year after year. 
On this day they would go to Church, and then they would say the Stations of the 
Cross together and later would dine on the spaghetti with fava beans her 
grandmother would prepare. Italian dishes and celebrations in honor of the 
Catholic religion were and are still very important parts of traditions in Italian 
American families (Goodman).  
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Their background and traditions are what shapes Italians’ rich culture. 
Peter DeSensi was one of many Italian immigrants that came to America for a 
better opportunity. He along with other immigrants seemed to settle around each 
other and slowly adapted to the mixed culture of America. Whether they came to 
America to become fisherman, fruit sellers, or construction workers they all 
provided their families with what they needed and enjoyed continuing their 
Italians traditions in small communities like Watertown. The story of Italians 
ancestors coming to American is one I shouldn’t be ashamed of, rather thankful to 
know such an amazing journey to opportunity is what lies in my rich Italian 
blood.   
 
Where I Come From 
by Gisela 
Being first generation born in the United States has been hard. Being far 
from most of our family and out country has been as difficult as it has been to 
adapt to this country. Everything is so much different and we can’t get used to the 
differences we see. We are very attached to our Mexican roots and our Mexican 
culture. The traditions and customs found in many regions of Mexico, including 
the different types of food and music, make our Mexican culture unique from 
others.  
Cuernavaca, Mexico is where my family is from. The states of Morelos 
received its name in honor of Jose Maria Morelos y Pavon.  Maria Morelos raised 
armies for Miguel Hidalgo’s rebellion against Spain; he later became leader after 
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Hidalgo’s death. The original inhabitants of present day state of Morelos were the 
Tlahuicas, a sub group of the Aztec Indians. The Tlahuicas are believed to be an 
offshoot of the Toltec-Chichimec amalgam of tribes who first occupied the valley 
of Morelos as early as the seventh century. This state has one of the richest 
archaeological zones in Mexico because prior to the conquest it was Tlahuica 
territory. It is also a relatively young state, having been created in 1869 by 
President Benito Juarez It’s located in south Mexico (Schmal). Some titles given 
to Cuernavaca are “Nearest Paradise” and “The City of Eternal Spring” because 
of their year round temperature of approximately 77 degrees Fahrenheit 
(“Morelos”). Furthermore, in this state as well as in the rest of Mexico, the 
official language is Spanish, but over sixty indigenous languages and dialects are 
still being spoken today. One of the dialects is the Nahuatl. The Nahuatl was the 
native tongue of the Aztecs (“Languages Spoken in Mexico”).  
Regions and history contributed to the creations of most o our present day 
traditions. In addition, Mexico has a numerous amounts of traditions and customs 
that have been passed on for many generations. My family and I keep those 
traditions alive even though we aren’t in Mexico. Some traditions we keep with 
doing include the quinceañera, religious festivities, patriotic festivities, and el 
baile del chinelo (Maldonado). The quinceañera is a party made for girls when 
they turn 15. It’s when young girls are presented to the community as young 
ladies, instead of girls (“The Rich History of Quinceañera”). In fact, I had a 
quinceañera when I turned 5. It was fun and I enjoyed every moment of that day. 
My family is very religious as well, so we also keep up with the religious 
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festivities. The most important for us is celebrated on December 12 in honor of 
the Virgin of Guadalupe. We go to church at midnight to sing mañanitas and 
fiestas take place in various towns and cities in Mexico. The patriotic festivities 
our family celebrates include Flag Day which is on February 24, el cinco de 
Mayo, which was when Mexico defeated the French in a battle, and on September 
16 we celebrate Mexico’s independence, which is the most important celebration 
for the Mexicans. Furthermore, el baile del chinelo, or the chinelo dance, is also 
an important tradition we keep up with. It’s fun and unique. This tradition 
originated in Morelos but it is also known in surrounding states. The chinelo 
dance is now considered a symbol of the states (Tranks). We enjoy every tradition 
in our culture and proud to have such unique celebrations.  
Music also plays a large role in our community. For this reason, live music 
is an essential part of every Mexican festivity and the local brass band is an 
integral part of every Mexican community (Tranks). Most of Morelos’s traditional 
music is associated with corridos and banda. Corridos as well as banda music are 
being played and sung all over Mexico, not just in Morelos (“Morelos”). Other 
traditional types of music belonging to the Mexican culture are the mariachi, 
rancheras, cumbias, norteñas, and duranguense, which is a lot more modern than 
the others. Mariachi music, which I really enjoy, originated in Jalisco, Mexico and 
is considered representative of Mexican music and culture. The musicians wear 
charro suites and the band is made up of at least two violins, a guitar, a guitarrón 
(large bass guitar), and a vihuela. Likewise, banda is also very popular throughout 
Mexico but also throughout the United States and although banda music is played 
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by many bands from different parts of Mexico, its original roots are in Sinaloa, 
which is hugely famous for bands such as Banda el Recodo from Sinaloa. 
Moreover, the musica norteña has been the basis for such sub-genres as musica de 
banda (“Music of Mexico”). The cumbia is also very popular in our culture. It is 
most popular in Mexico City and other south central states. Duranguense music 
on the other hand is extensively popular throughout the Mexican American 
community. Even though it’s considered Mexican music and many might believe 
that it originated in Durango this type of music actually originated in Chicago, 
Illinois. These are just a few different types of music found in our culture. There 
are a lot more found in many regions of Mexico.  
Besides having unique music, the Mexican culture has exceptional food. 
The Mexican food is popular and very well known around the world. Much of the 
Mexican food can go back as far as the Mayan Indians. The Mayan culinary 
influences were one of the earliest influences on Mexican food (Manohar). 
Furthermore, many other indigenous cultures have also contributed many recipes. 
In addition to this, various traditional ingredients, such as beans, corn, chocolate, 
squash, tomatoes, avocadoes, vanilla, spices, and of course chilies, are still 
popular throughout Mexico (Wever-Rabehl). Furthermore, because of the wide 
variety of chilies, much of the sophistication of the Mexican cuisine comes from 
the use of more than one hundred types of chilies which range from large and 
sweet, like the chile ancho, to the small and extremely hot, like the chile 
habanero. Lastly, some traditional foods are the tamales, birria, chile en nogada, 
enchiladas, menudo, and of course tacos. These and many other traditional dishes 
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that formed part of the pre-Hispanic palette are still available in Morelos today 
and in many other parts of Mexico (Taylor).  
Throughout this research paper I found that there’s a lot more to the 
Mexican culture. Many things in this culture changed throughout a numerous 
amount of years, many stayed the same, and many have disappeared. Regions 
changed, traditions and customs have modernized, music has been modified, and 
the food has evolved. Looking back at my roots and what makes up the Mexican 
culture makes me proud of who I am and where I come from. 
